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FOREWARD 


When I was first approached by the History Committee of the First Baptist Church of 


San Francisco to write a series of articles on the history of the church, ideas flowed like flood 
waters, FBC has a rich and diverse legacy which should be told. As the project unfolded and 
became more defined, it focused on the first year of the church's existence. With a 
commitment for two articles per month for the year of celebration, I began looking at the 
wealth of information about FBC and San Francisco, In that research I found a gold mine of 
facts, people, and information which could easily be presented with greater frequency. By the 
middle of the first month of publication the original agreement was changed to weekly. 


From the middle of November, 1998 through the end of October, 1999 I had the privilege of 
browsing the archives of the church, the city, the state and the country to discover God’s 
anointing on the congregation that became known as the First Baptist Church of 

San Francisco which happened to be the first Baptist church of California. 


Born in a boom town of a new territory, FBC has carried the cross of Christ to many cities 
establishing hundreds of churches and preaching points. She has sent missionaries to every 
corner of the world. She has influenced and impacted the city in which she was born. First 
Baptist Church has been and continues to be a church committed to the cause of Christ. With 


Jesus as her foundation and the Bible as her guide, FBC marches to the beat of the Lord’s 
drum. 


Reverend Osgood Church Wheeler set the pace - a pace that has been a challenge for 
successors to maintain. Coming as an appointed missionary by the American Baptist Home 
Mission Society -~ in the seven short years he was able to give to full-time ministry - he 
established 100 churches, a Bible Tract Society, the first public school and many other 
accomplishments which are outlined in a companion book written by Rev. Wheeler ~ The Story 
of Early Baptist History in California. The challenges, frustrations and disappointments that 
present themselves as we try to serve Him are but a shadow of those faced by Rev. Wheeler. 


The Year of Beginning is written to offer you a glimpse of the ministry of FBC as she was born 
and the months following. As the story unfolds, comments are added that relate the church of 
150 years ago with the church of 1999. The text is essentially the weekly offerings presented to 
the congregation in the bulletin. Few changes have been made and the articles are mostly as 
originally printed. 


My hope is that you will enjoy a look at a beautiful city and a wonderful church where God 
has moved in the lives of His people over many decades. 


Michael R. Johnston 
November 1, 2001 
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_FROMADREAM TOA REALITY (1/15/98) 


"Good morning, Mr. Phelps. Should you decide to accept this mission..." So goes the 
introduction of another exciting adventure of Mission Impossible. But in November 1848, the 
Board of the Baptist Home Mission Society was not proposing such an adventure. Their 
November meeting approved a new mission field far from the comforts of New England. 
They decided there was a need to spread the gospel to the western frontier beginning in 

San Francisco. They needed a creative, adventurous individual who felt God's calling to serve 
Him, wherever He might lead. 


During their prayers and deliberations, they became strongly convinced that Reverend 
Osgood Church Wheeler, a young pastor in New Jersey, was God's man for the work. After 
the Society approached Rev. Wheeler with the call, he and his wife spent the entire night in 
prayer for the Lord's direction. By morning they were firmly convinced that this was God's 
calling for them despite the cautionary words from Dr. Cone, President of the Society. "But do 
you know where you are going, my brother? I would rather go as a missionary to China or 
Cochin-China than to San Francisco. Don't you stir a step, my brother, unless you are 
prepared to go to the darkest spot on earth," 


With their decision firmly grounded in prayer and their call duly noted and recorded by the 
HMS, they prepared for the three month journey to the frontier. Packing what possessions 
they had, they sailed out of New York harbor. These days we nervously watch the evening 
news to see if storms and hurricanes will delay our plans. Even now we watch daily the 
awesome power of Hurricane Mitch lay to waste the villages and coastal areas of Central 
America. But in the same season 150 years ago, the Wheelers had no clue what was before 
them. 


Their journey would take them down the East Coast, around the tip of Florida, across the 
Caribbean Sea and up the Panama River before they were to track over the 25 mile wide 
Isthmus of Panama by horseback. Then they would board another steamer to take them up 
the West Coast and through the Golden Gate. In the course of their journey, they would deal 
with cholera among their fellow passengers, several nights in a canoe on the river in Panama, 
and many days waiting for their steamer in the equatorial heat and amidst swarms of 
mosquitoes. 


Was it worth it? Was the mission a success? For 150 years, the First Baptist Church of 

San Francisco has provided a witness of the gospel and a testimony of Christ's love in a city 
known by some as the "darkest spot on the earth." Who could sustain such a witness but God? 
Through the Gold Rush, two World Wars, two major earthquakes, and innumerable societal 
changes, FBC has held to the truth and practice of Scripture through good times and tough. 
All because one man recognized the Lord had called him to serve wherever He leads. 


FROM A CALL TOA COMMITMENT (1/2298) 


if Í nha 
What does ittake to convince someone to go to the "darkest spot on earth’? Tt helps ifthe perso ppens tobe 
the Baptist Home Mission Society approached 
mission field on the West Coast 


Francisco "the darkest spoton earth. 


When first approached with the proposition, Rev. Wheeler, Jike Moses, quickly discovered reasons which 
would make such a move impossible, He concluded the meeting with an emphatic "no" to the invitation. But 
the Board was convinced that this was the one God wanted for the task. They approached Pastor Wheeler on 
several occasions in various ways. Finally, at the end of sixteen days of pursuit by the Home Mission Society 
and a night spent in prayer with his wife, Elizabeth, the decision was made during the family worship. ‘A 
burden as distinct as that which rolled from the shoulders of Bunyan's Pilgrim, at the foot of the cross," said 
Wheeler, "was removed from my shoulders, and my wife, and I arose simultaneously, and without the 
interchange of a word, broke outin singing: 


To God I'm reconciled; 

His pardoning voice I hear; 
He owns me for His child, 
I will no longer fear." 


With their announcement to the Society, the California mission was born. Next was to prepare 
for the journey to the field. In fourteen days, Rev. Wheeler resigned his pastorate, closed up all 
his business affairs, visited Philadelphia, preached ten times, gave three addresses and 
superintended the getting together of his outfit. On December 1, 1848 (just three days before 
the news of the discovery of gold reached Washington). 


Rev. & Mrs. O. C. Wheeler boarded the steamer Falcon in New York harbor together with 
missionaries from the American Home Mission Society to set forth on a three month 
expedition to the Barbary Coast. 


God made sure the man He wanted for the job was called and committed to the task. God 
convinced the Home Mission Society that Wheeler was the one and finally convinced Wheeler 
that he was chosen for the work. What does it take to convince someone 
spot on earth"? Nothing less than the call of God and the a 
fifty years ago, the Wheeler's left the security of home ona 
known for its barbaric, heathenistic bent because they kne 
reason, none could stand against them. 


to go to the "darkest 

Ppropriate response. One hundred 
treacherous journey to a place 

w God was with them, and for that 


COUNTING THE COST (11/29/98) Se 


What does it cost to follow Jesus? He said, "Take up your cross and follow me." Luke Chapters 
9 and 10 reveal our Lord's words about following Him and the cost it can bring. One hundred 
fifty years ago, Osgood and Elizabeth Wheeler were two days away from boarding the steamer 
that would take them down the East Coast, across the Isthmus of Panama, up the West Coast 
and through the Golden Gate to San Francisco. What costs would they pay? Leaving friends 
and relatives for a place that wasn't much more than a backwater, mud pie. What was their 
conversation those last two nights in New Jersey? Everything was packed and ready to be 
loaded on the steamer, the walls were bare, the only clothes they had were the ones they 
would wear on the journey. Everything was in order; now the long night waiting for the 
departure time. 


The year 1848 was a time of worldwide change. Karl Marx was writing his papers that would 
ultimately lead to the rise of Socialism and Communism; the Spanish American War was in 
full swing; Stonewall Jackson was in New York, a short distance away from the Wheelers, 
waiting for orders that would take him to that war. Europe was in the throes of many political 
and economic revolts. Poles, Danes, Germans, Italians, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, Croats 
and the Romanians were going through changes which demonstrated that people could 
undermine the government and create liberalism and socialism. In the summer of 1848, in 
Seneca Falls, New York, just a couple of days ride from the Wheeler's home, the first Women’s 
Rights Convention convened. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott drafted the 
“Declaration of Sentiments", the first formal action by women in the United States to gain civil 
rights and suffrage. Everywhere in every corner, the Wheelers watched a world that seemed 
to be in chaos. Maybe answering the call to San Francisco wasn't such a difficult choice after 
all. The West would take them far away from such disturbing news. 


And where were they going? In 1848, San Francisco was a little town of 1,000 residents with a 
booming port business. Trade from the Orient was prosperous. News of the great forests of 
the West Coast were reaching the East. There were spotty reports of gold discovery coming to 
relatives and friends in New Jersey - "Sell everything and come West to make your fortune!" 
The Wheelers were convinced that God had called them no matter what the rumors or news. 
And in two days they would embark on one of the most remarkable adventures in American 
history. If they could just get to sleep that night, they would be one day closer to their 


destination. 


"Wherever he leads I'll go..." say the lyrics of an old hymn. Rev. Wheeler had made a 
commitment to follow His call no matter what. Little did he know how costly that decision 
would be. Three months on the sea, then in a malaria infested jungle, only to arrive at a 
hamlet that prospered in sin and depravity. The Word would go out because the Wheelers 
and a few more brave ministers had counted the cost and discovered their own heavenly gold 


in doing God's work. 


THE JOURNEY SOUTH (126/99) 


irN 
On Friday, December 1, 1848, Rev. and Mrs.. Wheeler closed the door on their New York hotel 


rth wher 
room, loaded their personal effects onto the carriage and headed for the yi the other te p 
steamship Falcon was docked. That day they would embark on J en found for that da 
the North American continent. Though no historical record has cen the New York y, 
imagine the morning as it must have been: a cold, winter morni 5 ould have been there to 
waterfront. Representatives of the Baptist Home Mission Society et of introduction that see 
them off. Maybe Society President Cone himself presented the le e Ot San Francisco. S 
would be their sole source of familiarity and invitation to the people o the First Ba ft” 
some family members must have been there along with congregants o. Excitement “ 
Church of New Jersey where Wheeler had resigned only 14 days be airs td th 
anticipation and anxiety would have been some of the emotions felt on that day as the two of 
them set out on the most adventurous journey of their lives. 


After the hectic weeks of preparation and pre-departure activities, boarding the ship was 
almost a relief. But what lay ahead? The journey was scheduled to take two months. Little 
did they know the problems and dangers they would face along the way. Some hope and 
encouragement must have been felt when they discovered two other missionaries were 
traveling with them. The American Home Mission Society was sending Rev. Samuel H. Willey 
and Rev. John W. Douglas to California to establish additional works. With these two 
gentlemen along, the Wheelers would have Christian fellows with whom they could discuss 
their work and join in prayer. 


As with any journey, the first few days after embarking were filled with the excitement of the 
travel: the cold Atlantic breeze blowing across the deck; the eastern coastline slowly passing 
by under the steady thug-thug of the steam engine pushing the boat south. Visions of the new 
mission field and the possibilities of brand new work flashed across their minds! Within a few 
days, however, the "new" wears off and the trip becomes a daily challenge to their creativity 
just to pass the time. Soon the travelers would discover that their voyage would be many 
things but not boring. 


An 1849 New York Chronicle account of the journey mentioned that during the three week 
journey down the East Coast cholera broke out on board. It also detailed the perilous journey 
on horseback across the 25 mile wide Isthmus of Panama. They traversed seemingly 
impassable streams and mountains. For three days and nights they had to travel by canoe on 
the Chagres River in the midst of a storm. The two month voyage turned into 90 days of 
testing their faith and commitment to the call. 


Did they make the right choice? Were they truly going in the will of God? Wh 

2 ere would all of 
this lead? Who would greet them? Where would they live? Were the reports of San Francisco 
true? How could they survive the conditions of which they had been told? Only the Lord 
knew! The rest depended on their faith in God! ` y 
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____ THE EAST COAST VOYAGE (12/13/98) 0 


Why the First Baptist Church of California and not the first Protestant Church? In his book on the 


History of FBC, Dr. Sandford Fleming wrote the following account of early 
San Francisco missionary work. 


The honor of beginning Protestant missionary work in the State {California} 
goes to the Methodists. The Rev. William Roberts in 1846 was appointed 
missionary superintendent for Oregon, and was instructed by his Board to 
survey California as a mission field enroute, He arrived in San Francisco in 
April 1847 and spent several weeks exploring the field. On April 25 he held a 
preaching service in the dining room of an old adobe hotel building with a 
billiard room and a saloon on one side, and two card rooms on the other, all 
doing business. In spite of the surroundings, the service evidently moved some 
present. An old sailor at the close put a five dollar gold piece in his hat and 
passed it around the room, collecting over fifty dollars. This he gave to the 
preacher, saying with tears in his eyes, “That was a damned good sermon.” 


The report Rev. Roberts filed in 1847 must have been the spark that caused the Baptist Home Mission 
Society to go to prayer about a mission in California. God had led them to a commitment to go west. 
And the Wheelers had accepted the call. His report must have been the main topic of the first few days 
of the journey. 


Coastal steamships of the day were not luxury liners. Though no particulars of their steamship Falcon 
could be found, the boats, in general, carried 200-300 passengers for the four to five week journey down 
the coast, around the tip of Florida, across the Caribbean and terminating at Panama. Five ports of call 
approximately seven days apart were made to restock provisions, fuel and supplies. Passengers, news 
and mail would be exchanged at each port. 


As each port brought news, conversations were renewed. In their daily visits with their new traveling 
companions, talk must have turned to the opportunities for ministry and speculation of what they 
would find at San Francisco. What ideas were passed around in the short daylight hours? Though 
most days were spent in their cabins (the cold Atlantic weather in December didn't permit much deck 
time), the Wheelers and their new friends spent many hours considering their call and mission in 
California. 

What else occupied their time during the voyage? Did they enjoy a daily devotional with fellow 
missionaries, Sam Willey and John Douglas? Did they conduct some sort of on-board worship service? 
Most likely. When God's people are focused on His work, they will find a way to worship Him. With 
the Bible in hand, fellow believers on board and a captive audience, God was able to bring some 
amazing changes in the missionaries. Through the perilous journey, the Wheelers were learning how 
to deal with hardship and the value of fellowship with other believers. They were finding how 
important it is to join together in support of each other in prayer and comparable Christian service. 
They were being sharpened and honed into godly missionaries during the journey to their new home. 
By the time they would arrive in San Francisco, they would be better prepared to accept the challenges 


they would face here. 1 


1 Ninety Five Years Beside the Golden. Gate by Dr. Sandford Fleming (1939) 
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SAYING FAREWELL TO THE ATLANTIC (122099. 


‘ , Caribbean waters were a welcome 
Finally, the long trip down the coast was over. The M aaady chug-chug-chug of the Falcon was 


change from the cold, merciless Atlantic Ocean. The stea was half done 
behind them, too. What lay ahead? The Wheelers’ dangerous adventure l 


Christmas was on the horizon, but the only joy they could muster was frat ney son baie. 
steamship. Cholera had broken out during the voyage. They escape nicken eh the 7 
felt the impact of so many sick people around them. Caring for those S thing be worse? 
sickness kept them busy during the last few days of the trip. Could anything l 


the horrible stories about the trail west 
inly no luxury cruise. Those grueling 
travel option would have been to 


Maybe they should have taken the land route! Maybe 
weren't really as bad as they seemed. This trip was certa 
weeks on the sea took their toll on health and spirit. A third 
go around the Horn of South America, but it would take just as long as the land route, Across 
the Isthmus of Panama was their choice. It was the quickest route to their mission field. The 
two to three month trip was doable-much more so than the long, dangerous alternatives. 
Little did they know how critical that decision was. The timing of their arrival would bring 
them into San Francisco during the most tumultuous year of the fledgling American town. 


But the trek across Panama would not prove to be easy. They had to cross 25 miles of tropical 
jungle and the mountains of Centrat America. Streams that seemed impossible to cross had to 
be forded. Before they could start the jungle trek, they had to go up the Chagres River by 
canoe. For three days and nights, they would fight the current of the river. The most 
terrifying night was spent waiting out a storm. Prayers had become a matter of fact with every 
stroke of the paddle. Would it ever end? Panama City lay just on the other side. The glow of 
following God and going into missionary service was growing dim as the darkness of the 
jungle surrounded them. No matter what San Francisco was like, it would surely be better 
than the terrifying journey they had completed thus far. 


One thing was sure, the Wheelers would never forget the Christmas of 1848. Tumultuous 
seas, wild animals, raging rivers and tropical storms would remain on their minds for the rest 
of their lives. Their Christmas was not spent looking for the Savior; it was utterly depending 
on the Savior in the deepest sense of the word. Their fate was in His hands. They knew it and 
would stay committed to that faith no matter what they encountered. 


I ee 


_...... MEANWHILE, IN SAN FRANCISCO (1227/98) 


while the Wheelers and their traveling companions were deep in the heart of Central 

mercan jungle working their way to the West Coast, San Francisco was ending a chaotic 
year. That year 1848 would see the most incredible growth in the history of this sleepy port 
town. Commodore Montgomery raised the United States flag on July 8, 1846 at Portsmouth 
Square to proclaim California's independence from Mexico. San Francisco was little more than 
a mud hole by the bay, That year a count by the town council recorded 200 people living here. 


OnJ anuary 3, 1847, when “Yerba Buena” officially became “San Francisco”, the little village 
was taking on a look of prosperity. On July 20 the Town Council auctioned 450 waterfront lots 
of 45' x 140' for $50 to $100 each - even though 80 percent of them were under water at high 
tide. In August 700 larger inland lots (140' x 140') each sold for $12 plus a $3.62 fee. Up in the 
hills 280' x 280' lots, 130 of them, each sold for $25 plus fees. The Town Council was getting 
ready for growth. But little did they know how phenomenal that growth would be in just a 
few months, 


On January 24, 1848, John Marshall picked the first gold nugget out of the American River at 
Sutter’s Mill near Coloma about 120 miles from San Francisco. The news of the discovery did 
not reach San Francisco until May. The mid-March census counted 850 people. Once the news 
of gold arrived, 150 of those residents immediately stopped their plans and headed for the 
hills to look for the precious metal. Gold fever was in the air. 


When winter hit the Sierra, some returned to a different town. At the end of 1848, 

San Francisco had more than 1,000 residents living among 135 finished dwellings, 20 
unfinished houses, 12 stores and warehouses and 35 shanties. The year proved to be one of 
the most tumultuous years of her early days. 


With the hope of striking it rich dashed for many gold seekers, the need for God and godly 
words was growing just as quickly. Clergymen of various denominations performed 
occasional religious services. In their absence, some "serious minded laymen" held worship 
services. Early in 1848 Rev. T.D. Hunt was invited to move to San Francisco from Honolulu. 
On November 1 he was officially proclaimed the Protestant Chaplain to the citizens of 

San Francisco with an annual salary of $2,500 appropriated for him. The Lord was working 
through many people to prepare the land for the days ahead when gold fever would cloud the 
hearts and minds of many men. That same fever, when it had taken its course, would leave 
many victims with nothing but the shirt on their back, desperate and destitute. Then, with 
God’s people in place, the hope of the gospel would find fertile ground. The Wheelers didn’t 
know what they were heading toward, but the Lord had clearly made His will known to those 
who sent them. They were heading into a storm - a holy storm that would rain showers of 
blessings on rough and hardened men. 


Lest anyone should take offense that men are given more mention than women, by June 30, 
1849, just four months after the Wheelers arrived in San Francisco, the population was 15,000 
of which only 200 were female. Elizabeth Wheeler would find herself among a very select 


group of individuals who would have the respect and admiration of literally thousands of 


men. 


ARRIVING IN PANAMA (89) 00 


ity" and “surf the net" t 
laa . , e "Panama City’ an . 0) 
Within a few minutes, would-be travelers today can ie rist and to determine when they 


find the best spots to shop and eat, departure times fo i 

would like to return home. But at the end of December of 1848, Rev oe ridge “tees 
Wheeler, along with Rev. Samuel H. Willey and Rev. Dr. Sylvester oe d in Panama City onl 
(a Presbyterian missionary who had joined them in New Orleans) ar is d finished a gruelin Y 
to find that the expected steamship California had not arrived. They a torturous miles of 8 
trip in a dugout canoe up the swollen waters of the Chagres River an uld be done. The 
Panamanian jungle to reach the West Coast. There was nothing that cou © They didn't 
California was on her maiden voyage, the first scheduled run to San Francisco. 1 yon 
know it but she was far down the coast of South America setting new ship ping lanes around 
the Horn. It would be a month before they would see their passage to their destination. 


In his memoirs, Rev. Willey wrote, 


No professorship in any of the schools had prepared us for this. A young 
man under somewhat similar circumstances, many years since that time, 
says of himself: “While I live I think I shall never forget that sudden 
horrible sinking of heart that I felt when the reality of the life I had 
chosen stared me in the face.” 


There was no turning back now. 


By now the news of the gold was all over the Pacific. Interestingly, word of gold's discovery 
reached the East Coast (3,000 miles away} 10 months later when President Polk made an 
official announcement in his State of the Union message to Congress on December 5, 1848; but 
the news got to China (7,000 miles) in only three months. The fever spread like wildfire 
around the Pacific Rim. Panama City became a major gathering place for those traveling 
northward. By the time the passengers of the Falcon reached the midpoint of their journey 
hundreds of people were pouring in from Central and South America and Asia looking for a 
way north. 


With the discovery of gold, it seemed God was setting the stage for opportunity to spread the 
gospel around the world. All of a sudden, ministry was happening right before the 
missionaries’ eyes. They didn't have to wait until San Francisco to begin spreading the Word. 
They would do so among the masses that were collecting in Panama. Until their ship arrived, 
the Wheelers would spend time recovering from the draining journey across the isthmus and 
continue services that had already been established by previous ministers and missionaries 


“The expected steamship California had not yet come. We waited a whole month for her arrival. 
During this time the spread of the gold news,which we left behind us, brought down a continual 
stream of passengers, by steam and by sail, to Chagres, and then they worked their way over and 
filled up Panama." Rev.S. H. Willey wrote these words in his memoirs. The four missionaries 
were stuck in Panama City waiting for the ship that would take them to their mission field. After 
Securing lodging, the ministers waited but were not idle. 


Rev. Albert Williams, future pastor of the first Presbyterian Church of San Francisco, 
followed their path one month later. He wrote: 


Arriving at Panama, Saturday, February 24th, before I had taken lodgings, I 
was met by Col. Zabriskie with the message that I was desired to conduct 
public religious service the next day. Accordingly, at 11 o'clock A.M, Sunday, a 
large assembly gathered in the spacious dining hall of the American Hotel, and 
joined in divine worship. Not only "Californians," but also several respectable 
Panamenos attended the service. The latter seemed deeply interested, and 
afterwards spoke admiringly of the simple and solemn character of our forms 
of worship. Thus, in the same place, on the two succeeding Sundays, while 
awaiting the arrival of the steamer Oregon, my services were desired and 
given, in leading the sacred worship of my countrymen. Not only in these 
public exercises, but often during my stay in Panama, my services were called 
in requisition to visit the sick, and in a few sad instances, to bury the dead. 
Though the diseases of fever and cholera which had so greatly afflicted the first 
steamer company, a month preceding, [the voyage of the Wheelers] had 
disappeared, still, from constrained exposure, from fatigue, and sometimes 
from imprudence, many were attacked by sicknesses incident to the climate, 
which, in exceptional cases, proved fatal. It is due to truth to add, the general 
humane and sympathizing attentions bestowed upon the unfortunate and 
suffering, were highly honorable to the sojourners in these strange scenes. 
None known to require assistance in any form were left to want the needed 
help. 


No doubt, the Wheelers, with Willey, Woodbridge and Douglas were kept even busier with 
the work of the ministry while in Panama. 


A recent TV commercial for a car manufacturer states that the joy of living is not in the destination 
but in the journey. One hundred fifty years ago Rev. and Mrs. Wheeler found the journey filled 
with opportunity to serve the Lord along the way by ministering to the needs of people in pain, 
suffering and sickness. There is no time to rest when the needs of people are evident. And there 
would be no time for rest when the Wheelers arrived in San Francisco. 


They also saw a glimpse of the world to which they were traveling. People from dozens of 
countries and a variety of religions - filled with greed for the gold. The word was out - tens of 
thousands of people were throwing caution, along with morals and ethics, out the window for the 
hope of striking it rich in the gold digs. Not much has changed in the 150 years since. People are 
still looking for hope in the wrong places. People from all over the globe are coming to San 
Francisco. People in pain, who are sick and suffering. People who need the ministry of the people 


of God. 
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MINISTRY IN PANAMA (1799 sme 


ck in airplanes for hours and 


“Flights delayed due to the extreme weather.” Passengers StH news, But 150 years ago, Rey. 


stranded in airports for days. It’s the hot topic for the evening . Panama City. The 
and Mrs. O.C. Wheeler were counting the weeks they were stranded nother wo an before 
founder of the First Baptist Church of California would have to eek to San Francisco. 

the steamship California would return to Panama on her passage ba 


o. ith ‘Emigrants’ on thei 
One traveler wrote this in 1849: "Panama City at this time overrun vin ‘back to the states 
way to the gold fields. Here the hurrying, anxious army that reat a la od steamers were 
were checked in their march and choked up the way at times until delay 


filled up with the eager throng and rushed them on to the land of promis®- 


The city, however, was a shadow of her former days when the Spanar ds had buit a Blofious 
port city. Under their dominion, 12,000 people lived in this commercial ae N apenas By 
1849, the noble buildings that told of its former days had become “dilapidated, ruinous, aged 
and decrepit - nothing young and vigorous, growing.” 


The people also suffered in that day. The climate would often bring many forms of sickness. 
Cholera was a frequent visitor. January 1849 was an especially bad time. Those who had 
traveled “from the States” and were consumed by the disease found their resting place ina 
burial spot set apart for "Los Americanos”-- a secluded, lonesome spot shut in by dense 
chaparral through which a path had been opened. 


Panama City provided any number of diversions that the Wheelers battled. Vice was no 
stranger to the ever-growing tide of people waiting passage to San Francisco and the gold. 
More people could be found in gaming halls and cock-fights than carrying on proper business. 
Religion wasn’t absent, though. The Catholic Church had laid a firm foundation. Residents 
were very attentive to religious rites and ceremonies. Almost every day of the week was 
ushered in by the ringing of church and convent bells announcing some saint’s day when all 
business was suspended to attend the celebration. 


The Wheelers must have found ample opportunity to see a glimmer of the work they would 
face once on their missionary field. Vice, corruption, danger, and suffering drove people to 
their depths of depravity. Catholic clergy who had “gone native” seemed no different. As one 
writer put it, “Their zeal in religion is equaled only by their passion for gaming and cock- 
fighting.” How could the Wheelers and other committed Christians convince these people 
that God’s way is the better way? Only time and a commitment to the call they followed 
would make the difference. As the days passed, the Wheelers would be called on to serve in 
many ways and thus provide a witness of God's grace. 


There was no better time to serve the Lord than the present. They would be in Panama for two 
more weeks. Jesus said “Go and make disciples...” He didn't say, “Wait until you get to where 
you are going”, but gave the command to mean “as you go.” Though the impact they had is 
not recorded, they were people committed to the cause of Christ and His good news. Many 


would experience the light of the Master through the life of his servants Osgood and Elizabeth 
Wheeler. ‘ 
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~- BEING ANXIOUS FOR GODS WORK (12499) 


From the diary of Rev. Albert 


San Francisco: Williams, first Pastor of First Presbyterian church, 


ne eet bing wish was to embark for California. Anxiously, 
dat the y, such as had tickets for the expected steamer waited, and 

y Sey were in the habit of watching from the "Battery" for her 
coming. More trying still was the situation of the many who were not 
P rovided steamer tickets, and who saw no immediate prospect of 
continuing the voyage on the Pacific. How eagerly opportunities were 
sought , during that period of waiting, an incident, quite unusual it must 
be believed, will illustrate. A young man who had made two trips across 
the Isthmus, had, on account of his severe exertions and exposure, 
become alarmingly ill. I had visited him outside the city walls, and was 
on my way to visit him again, when I met his friends bearing the 
melancholy news that he was dead, The report was made in the hearing 
of a group of men, when suddenly a stranger arose from the low wall 
upon which, with others, he had been sitting, and pressing hastily 
forward, his eager, interrupting inquiry broke strangely upon us, Had he 
a through-ticket? 


For the Easterners and the throngs of people eager to get to San Francisco, the 
“Isthmus” quickly became one of the worst places for waiting. Another passenger 
in waiting wrote: 


In those days, the eagerness to get to California, by hook or crook, by 
land or sea, or any other old way, was the uppermost topic of 
conversation by the countless number of aspirants fired with the desire 
to participate in this egress from the east and the middle west to the 
shores of that land bordering the Pacific. Every mode of getting there, by 
land and sea, was brought into requisition and availed of by very many. 
There were many successes among the mountains of failures. 


It was with these people, eager for the gold, that the Wheelers found opportunity for 
But not all their days were filled with the lives of others. Though the winter days did not 


provide many hours of sunlight, a short stroll outside the city provided a tropical delight to 
the senses. One diary offers this glimpse of the land outside Panama City: 


From the beach one can gaze upon the innumerable islands, all of great 
fertility, supplying the city with vegetables, tropical fruits, eggs, and 
fowls...The bay is placid as a mirror...Nature reigns supreme, the hand 
of man has not marred her perfection; if his rude habitation is sometimes 
seen, it is nesting quietly in the bosom of some grove planted by the 


u 


hand of nature, interlaced by vines; their tendrils entwining, forming an 


anchor over his head, and presenting fruit and wine at his door. It seems 
a paradise. It would seem that man might be happy here. He has not to 
care for tomorrow, but to partake of the bounties of nature as they are 
presented. But, alas! Man spends his life struggling for the thousan 
fantasies his own diseased imagination has engendered, while nature 
has placed happiness within his reach, and only asks contentment. 


Such was the beauty that was just outside the daily routines of the Wheelers. Much like our 
lives. Busy with the work to which we are called, we must take a short retreat to enjoy the 
wonder of God’s creation just a short walk away. Whether walking on the warm long beaches 
of Panama or in the cold windy surf of San Francisco, whether we gaze at the lush tropical 
forests of the Isthmus or walk amidst the towering coastal redwood forests, God can bring us 
back to what He has created and remind us of His awesome power to change lives. 
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conn ene E ARRIVAL OF THE CALIFORNIA BYD 


The time had not gone quickly. It had been two months since Rev. O.C. Wheeler and his wife, 
Elizabeth, steamed out of New York Harbor toward San Francisco. They had faced the cold 
Atlantic waters, gold hysteria in New Orleans, a crowded steamship, a rough and dangerous trip 
up the 75 miles of the Chagres River and across the 25 miles through the Panamanian jungle and 
finally a month long delay in the tropics. Death due to cholera and other tropical sicknesses had 
claimed the lives of some who had traveled with them. Their patience was thoroughly tested. 


But January 31, 1849 was wholly different. The steamship California had been sighted and would 
be dropping anchor that day. The sight of this brand new steamship and the expectations it 
brought must have ignited fires of exhilaration and renewed purpose. The Pacific Steamship Lines 
steamer was on the return trip of her maiden voyage around the Horn of South America. Delays 
and rough weather deterred the California putting her a month behind schedule. Now she was 
anchoring in Panama Harbor and the level of activity began to increase dramatically. 


The Wheelers and their fellow missionaries hurriedly gathered their possessions together. They 
must have all of their goods gathered at the dock for loading as soon as the California was ready. 
Any delay could jeopardize their boarding. Any ship arriving would send the docks into a frenzy 
with people doing whatever it took to get passage. So the Wheelers, Willey, Douglas, and 
Woodbridge worked together to insure that their original plans were successfully carried out. 
They would be able to board that night and depart the next day. 


The excitement must have been extreme. Over the month the Wheelers were in Panama, hundreds 
of people had arrived. Some had taken the extra time to sail around the Horn instead of facing the 
longer and dangerous journey by land. So many nationalities were there: from Asia, South 
America, Europe, Africa and North America. As a result, when a ship arrived in Panama, there 
was a clamor of humanity looking fora way out. Once again the true nature of man sank to its 
depths. Thieves, con artists, and scoundrels of all kinds gathered at the docks to acquire their own 
ticket or cheat others out of the money for passage. Scam artists and scalpers, whether at a '49er 
football game or a ‘49 Panamanian departure, manage to find their way into the pockets of fanatics. 


The Wheelers and their new missionary friends held tight their tickets. What had been only a few 
hundred dollars when they left New York had, in those two months, inflated to over a thousand 
dollars just for the passage from Panama! They held tight to their possessions and passage. They 
knew where God was calling them and the trust that had been placed in them by the Home 
Mission Society. Their fields were ahead up the Pacific Coast. 


Rev. SH. Willey, Pastor of the First Presbyterian Church of Monterey and fellow traveler, wrote in his memoirs - 


By-and-by the California came, and, taking on board all she could possibly carry, she sailed 
on her first upward voyageon February 1, 1849. Whata crowd again! We had thoughtit 
uncomfortable and rough enough on the Falcon from New Orleans; [where they had 
picked up the first group of gold seekers] butit was nothing to this, However, on the 
grand Pacific, and in calm and beautiful weather, we succeeded in adjusting and fitting 
ourselves together, and finally made out to get on tolerably, 


THE LAST LEG OF THE JOURNEY (2/7/99) 


Panama was now behind them. San Francisco was ahead. On February 7, 1849 Rev. and Mrs. 
Wheeler had been traveling a week on the Pacific Ocean, finally steaming their way to 
appointed mission field. Rev. Sam Willey wrote in his memoirs: 


We had thought it uncomfortable and rough enough on the Falcon from 4 
New Orleans; but it was nothing to this. However, on the grand P acific, an 
in calm and beautiful weather, we succeeded in adjusting and fitting 
ourselves together, and finally made out to get on tolerably. 


But the journey was a challenge to handle. Only five of the passengers who left New York 
boarded the California. Death had claimed seven, some chose to stay in Panama and still others 
had turned back at the Isthmus deciding the journey was too dangerous. Fifty Peruvians were 
already on board from Calloa. 


The Steamship Company had oversold the ship's capacity. Tickets were auctioned with random 
abandonment. Fifteen hundred people had arrived in Panama before the California arrived, and all 
of them wanted to go on to San Francisco. When the ship left for San Francisco, she was badly 
overcrowded, "packed with eager, almost hysterical human beings." Instead of the 210 listed as the 
ship's capacity, 365 people were allowed to board, many of them suffering from tropical diseases 
contracted on the Isthmus. One passenger declared that it was difficult to cross the deck without 
stepping on those for whom this was the only sleeping accommodation available. Levi Stovall, a 
passenger on that trip, wrote: 


The passages on each side of the machinery, the upper and lower forward 
decks, the long steerage extending from the bows aft on both sides of the 
engine -- all are full, and many of the berths are occupied by two passengers 
each. 


Other accounts of the voyage mentioned that Panama fever broke out. Bad food and the 
difficulties common to overcrowding made this last leg one of extreme anxiety and discomfort. 
The "calm and beautiful weather" that Willey so fondly remembered became strong head winds 
and heavy seas as the days wore on. The groaning of the sick passengers was drowned out by the 
ship's groaning joints as she was tossed about on the sea. 


The passengers welcomed the brief stops at Acapulco and San Blas. This last part of the journey 
tried the patience of everyone. The Wheelers, along with their fellow missionaries must have 
pondered the invitation they had accepted. Their first week on the Pacific Ocean did not offer 
much encouragement. Though it would be relatively short lived, they had plenty of time to 
consider their mission, their journey and their destination. There are often times when God proves 
his people with strong and treacherous trials. Tests make us stronger if we will only persevere. 
The work of the missionaries, the climate and environment at 

San Francisco would present them with no less struggle. 


Following the Cross has never been a matter of convenience. It has always been a matter of 
commitment. That hymn, "Wherever He leads I'll go" speaks of commitment to a call 
perseverance through adversity and strength from the One who called, The Wheelers were 
heading into "pioneer territory" with little experience of the "frontier", The hardships they faced in 
the three month journey would be investments in the weeks and months ahead. 
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_ ROUGH SEAS (2/14/99) 


Pacific storms seem eternal - they have no era. They are fierce whether it is 1999 or 1849. Recent storms 
parading onto the coast from the Pacific Ocean demonstrate the ferocity the wind and waves can impose. The 
Wheelers and the 368 other passengers faced the terror of the sea head-on as the steamship California pushed up 
the coast. With each break in the winter storm and with every stop for fuel and supplies, the travelers surely 
sent heavenward prayers for traveling mercy and safety, There is no doubt that the courage and strength the 
Wheelers displayed in the face of their most harrowing voyage to San Francisco was looked upon with 
admiration by their fellow sojourners. 


The tales of the mission of Osgood and Elizabeth Wheeler contain encouraging and motivating 
messages. But their story should be considered in the context of the incredible period in which 
they ministered. Focusing on the life and evenis of an individual can enrich our lives; but 
looking to one person, place, time or event can distract the observer from the awesome power 
of God to work in all things and through all people to insure that His message is carried forth. 


In the years surrounding 1849, California was in the midst of incredible events performed by 
incredible people. The United States had won California from Mexico. Gold was discovered 
AFTER that acquisition. The state's resources were unimaginable - worth more than the gold 
that was fueling the migration to the “left coast”. But those resources were discovered AFTER 
statehood. The multitude of people and events that were taking place seemed to have a 
majestic hand at work. 


As the swells of the Pacific storms broke over the deck of the California, little thought was 
given to the hand of God in the greater scheme of things. But in the midst of the danger, Rev. 
Wheeler with fellow missionaries Willey, Woodbridge and Douglas looked to the single, solid 
source of stability -God. One may wonder if they remembered Paul’s encouragement to his 
shipmates when they encountered a fierce storm on his voyage to Rome. He told them, 
“take heart, men, for I believe God that it will be just as it was told me.” (Acts 27 =, NKJV) 
God had directed Paul's path to Rome for the spread of the gospel throughout the civilized 
world. Whether the ship is tossed about on the Mediterranean Sea or the Pacific Ocean, what 
God has set in motion will not be thwarted by natural forces. 


These missionaries were only a part of the spectacular plan God has set in motion. God was at 
work, even before they left on their journey, preparing the hearts and lives of frontier men for 
the gospel. He is still at work 150 years later in the heart of San Francisco. Strength and 
courage are ingredients asked of all believers who are committed to know and do the will of 


God. 
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Acapulco, Mazatlan, Cabo San Lucas are exotic locations that now designate the familiar ports 
of call for cruise ships. One hundred fifty years ago, they were pristine and peau isc 
stopovers for fuel and supplies of ships that traveled up the Pacific Coast to San Th > 
Many writers have described the simple, elegant beauty of these tropical harbors. h : thl 
California, the first steamship to ply the waters of the West Coast, had stopped att sd. . 
paradise ports while chugging her way up the coast from Panama. The sights served as N 
reminders that the heavens and earth declare the glory of God. In their present situation, the 
Wheelers needed every bit of encouragement that God was with them. 


On Feb. 21, 1849, Rev. Osgood and Elizabeth Wheeler had been traveling on an over-crowded 
ship for three weeks. For three months their voyage had taken them down the East Coast, 


across the Caribbean, and now up the West Coast. Finally, the journey was drawing to an end. 


When they departed New York Harbor on December 1, they left the comfort and stability of a 
New Jersey pastorate to accept the call to serve as missionaries to California. 


They had suffered a great deal during the voyage. And they had seen great suffering: 
disappointment, despair, disaster and death. People blinded by the gold fever seemed to leave 
their decency and humanity behind. The Wheelers observed the depths of human depravity 
first hand. In their journey they were being trained by the hand of God to deal with frontier 
life at its worst. 


Now, three weeks out from Panama, the rugged coast of California offered breathtaking views 
of the new world in which they would minister. Between the winter storms that pounded the 
ship and kept them from coming too close to the shore, the Wheelers could look beyond the 
crowded deck of the California to the shores that would be their new home. Interspersed 
among the Pacific storms was the glorious Pacific Ocean teaming with life. Whales, dolphins, 
flying fish, even sharks accompanied them up the coast. Sunrises and sunsets were 
spectacular. As their voyage ended, they could look back and remember the good as well as 
the bad. At journey's end, all would be well. 


Since those days millions have enjoyed the beauty of the "left coast" from the land, the sea and 
the air. Many have visited and stayed on looking for a new way of life. California and 
especially San Francisco have provided more than expected. The year 1849 was beginning with 
explosive growth. The gold brought hundreds of thousands to the West. Many were stuck 
here. Out of resignation and resourcefulness, they stayed and discovered much more than the 
gold which they originally sought. 


The First Baptist Church of San Francisco would be a forerunner for ministering to the needs 
of people from all over the world. In the months that followed Rev. and Mrs, Wheeler's 
arrival, they would experience unique opportunities. Those same opportunities exist toda 
among the multitudes that continue to arrive looking for "gold". Their “ gold" is the hope that 
they will find a new beginning. As in the days of the Wheelers, the elusive prize will not to be 
found by most. That realization leaves them stranded and looking for hope elsewhere. The 
First Baptist Church of California continues to abide in a land , 


filled with i 
God's Word and offer the Good News of Jesus Christ as the answer to their search. 2 to spread 
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TOURISTAS AND MISSIONARIES (2/21/99) 


__.. A CORRESPONDENTS LOOK AT SAN FRANCISCO (2/28/99) 


Bayard Taylor was a Special correspondent for the New York Tribune when he traveled to California 


in the summer of 1849, Arriving just weeks after the Wheelers, he describes his journey’s end in 
these excerpts: 


At last the voyage is drawing to a close... since leaving New York, ... ina 
manner, coasted both sides of the North-American Continent ... over seas once 
ploughed by the keels of Columbus and Balboa, of Grijalva and Sebastian 
Viscaino. Allis excitement on board... We are running along the shore, within 
six or eight miles' distance; the hills are bare and sandy, but loom up finely 
through the deep blue haze. A brig bound to San Francisco, but fallen off to the 
leeward of the harbor, is making a new tack on our left, to come up again. The 
coast trends somewhat more to the westward, and a notch or gap is at last 
visible in its lofty outline. 


An hour later; we are in front of the entrance to San Francisco Bay. The 
mountains on the northern side are 3,000 feet in height, and come boldly down 
to the sea. As the view opens through the splendid strait, three or four miles in 
width, the island rock of Alcatraz appears, gleaming white in the distance. An 
inward-bound ship follows close on our wake, urged on by wind and tide. 
There is a small fort perched among the trees on our right, where the strait is 
narrowest, and a glance at the formation of the hills shows that this pass might 
be made impregnable as Gibraltar. The town is still concealed behind the 
promontory around which the Bay turns to the southward, but between 
Alcatraz and the island of Yerba Buena, now coming into sight, I can see vessels 
at anchor. High through the vapor in front, and thirty miles distant, rises the 
peak of Monte Diablo, which overlooks everything between the Sierra Nevada 
and the Ocean. On our left opens the sight of Sousolito, where the U.S. 
propeller Massachusetts and several other vessels are at anchor. 


At last we are through the Golden Gate--fit name for such a magnificent portal 
to the commerce of the Pacific! Yerba Buena Island is in front; southward and 
westward opens the renowned harbor, crowded with the shipping of the 
world, mast behind mast and vessel behind vessel, the flags of all nations 
fluttering in the breeze! Around the curving shore of the Bay and upon the 
sides of three hills which rise steeply from the water, the middle one receding 
so as to form a bold amphitheater, the town is planted and seems scarcely yet to 
have taken root, for tents, canvas, plank, mud and adobe houses are mingled 
together with the least apparent attempt at order and durability... We glide on 
with the tide, past the U.S. ship Ohio and opposite the main landing, outside of 
the forest of masts. A dozen boats are creeping out to us over the water; the 
signal is given—the anchor drops--our voyage is over. 


There's something about seeing San Francisco Bay that stirs the soul. Whether the first or 
hundreth time, whether 150 years ago or today, the City by the Bay has stirred the fires of hope for 
millions of people in innumerable ways. The Wheelers would begin their new life, as so many 
who would follow, in an incredible place. The struggles we endure are often rewarded by the 
beauty and wonder of God's creation. The three months they spent on their journey to San 
Francisco was an adventure not to be forgotten. Before them lay the future. Ahead of them the 
First Baptist Church of San Francisco was waiting to be born. 
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THROUGH THE GOLDEN GATE 7789) 


er to ever enter San Francisco 


At 10:30 on the morning of the February 28, 1849, the first steam - ist missi 

Bay passed through the. Golden Gate On board were the first California Baptist Whea 
and his wife, the first woman missionary in California. Rev. and Mrs. Osgood C. Whee er had 
left New York 140 days earlier to establish a Baptist witness in Californie. On ee a wf oth 
chilly morning most of the 365 passengers, with anxious hearts and smiling faces, saw for the 
first time the Eidorado of the West. Rev. Wheeler wrote 40 years later, "Our hearts swelled to 
our throats, and our eyes warm with tears, you will not think strange." 


To greet them was the U.S, Pacific Squadron who presented a full salute from the guns of each 
of the five men-of-war anchored off Sausilito. The entrance of the California was 50 
impressionable that one passenger wrote, "Never did the sun rise on a more interested 
company than ours, and never did a more beautiful morning smile upon the close of a pioneer 
journey." 


As with most journeys, the end is only the beginning of the next one. Only a few months 
before the Wheelers arrived in San Francisco, the town was a small, sleepy pueblo known as 
Yerba Buena (Good Herb), Their arrival found a roaring, turbulent tent-city filled with gold 
fever. Here is where the excited gold seeker began his journey and where he returned to 
celebrate his success. 


The canvas city was as rugged and hectic as the people in it. The cold and rain of winter made 
traveling in the city "most abominably disagreeable." Mud was everywhere. Planks were laid 
down; but if one ventured beyond them, it was almost impossible to move. Rev. Douglas 
{a fellow missionary traveling with the Wheelers) described that first night in town as 
"bedlam" and "pandemonium" in this "Babel" of a place. 


Housing was at a premium. Rooms, tents, sheds, boxes, crates - all were pressed into use at 
exorbitant prices. Men counted themselves fortunate to secure a small room five feet by ten 
for six people sleeping on the floor with stars visible through the roof. Elizabeth and Osgood 
Wheeler were grateful that they were taken in by a Baptist layman, Mr. Charles L. Ross. He 
had arrived in April, 1847 to become one of the leading merchants in the city. He would prove 
to be a tower of strength to Wheeler and his efforts to establish a church by the Golden Gate. 


No time was lost in preparing for the spiritual work they had set out to do. After settling in, 
Rev. Wheeler determined to begin a Bible study the following week. With the help of Mr. 
Ross, he spent his first week contacting other believers to start their first Bible study the second 
week in March. When God is moving, people will come. When He is actively working in the 
hearts of people, they will stay. When He is the source people look to, they will be where they 
can be replenished. The time for the gospel was ripe. The population only needed a place to 
go. Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler was called to be the instrument who voiced the clarion call 
which drew men to the cross of Christ in San Francisco 150 years ago. 
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Missions is a powerful motiv. 


. ° ator for Christian service. Countless numbers of people have gone to 
fields with the excitement of 


sharing the gospel with the unsaved. But mission service is something to 
be experienced rather than explained. Rev. Wheeler had yielded to God's call and journeyed three 
months to the field where he would serve. Now, settled into temporary quarters of Mr. Ross, he set 
about surveying the land. Just as prophets and preachers of old-- Joshua, Nehemiah, and others-- 
Rev. Wheeler walked about this new land witha deep interest in how God would lead him to serve. 


Weekly worship had already begun under the leadership of Rev. Timothy Dwight Hunt. Called by 
the city of San Francisco late in 1848 and appointed City Chaplain on November 1, Rev. Hunt had the 
first regular Protestant worship service four days later in the Public Institute on Portsmouth Square. 
The full house indicated a deep interest in the new venture. Writing years later, Hunt declared there 


was not an aged person present in that congregation, and only three women. Through Hunt, a 
number of firsts were accomplished. 


That first Sunday (Nov. 5] a Sunday school was organized with seven 
scholars. Soon a prayer meeting was started, and on January 7, 1849, the first 
Protestant communion service in California was held in that hall with twelve 
communicants. This chaplaincy met a deep need in the life of San Francisco. 
Congregationalists, Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and 
others united in the interdenominational services and work. 


Writing on March 7, 1849, a week after the arrival of the first missionaries on the California, 
Hunt wrote: 


My labors have been uninterrupted since my arrival here from the Islands, 
and I have continued to have a full congregation on the Sabbath. There is 
certainly no reason to complain of my reception or treatment here by the 
community. Although we have no church organization as yet, I have enjoyed 
my appropriate labors here vastly more than ever at the Islands. 


Rev. Wheeler's arrival marked a new direction for the church in San Francisco. The population would 
continue to grow at the rate of 1,000 per WEEK. There would be no sect or denominational rivalries 
to slow the growth of the church. His first order of business was to start a Bible study. On March 18, 
1849, the third Sunday after arriving in San Francisco, he held the first service in the home of Mr. 
Charles Ross, a local merchant who had offered his unfinished home on Washington Street to be the 
place for the worship. The next day Wheeler wrote in a letter, 


Yesterday we commenced holding public worship in a small, unfinished 
building, without doors or windows, pulpit, or even a table. It was cold and 
windy, but with short notice we collected a congregation, to whom I was 
permitted to preach of the preciousness of Christ to those who believe. There 
was deep emotion among them, and I noticed tears stealing down the cheeks 
of my hearers. 


The need for the gospel and the study of the Word was sorely felt, God had sent missionaries to fill 
that need. They responded to that call, and God was already moving in the hearts of many men. All 
it took was for men to say, "Here am I, Lord." Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler was one of those men. 
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REVEREND OSGOOD C. WHEELER, MISS JONARY (3/21/99) 


eeler as written by Dr. 
The following is a brief summary of the life of Rev. Osgood Church Wh y 


Sandford Fleming in his book, God's Gold: The Story of Bap tist B 
five: A Chosen Vessel. 


Rev. Wheeler is the central figure in California Baptist mi he cute 7Although 
preacher laid the foundations of today's Baptist witness In stora te this "little 
he was compelled for health reasons to give up the regul ar pas da ’ otent 
giant," small in stature but of great heart and keen mind exercised a p 
influence upon the religious life of the state for four decades. 


Born in Wolcott, New York on March 13, 1816, the tenth child of twelve, sold 
Wheeler spent his early years on his father's farm. When he was 21 yens o a 
he left home with one suit of home-spun clothes, a few cents in his pocket and a 
determination to secure an education. Soon after graduating Madison , 
University and seminary in 1845, he married and became the first Baptist pastor 
at East Greenwich, Rhode Island. 


Two years after a very successful ministry in Rhode island, he was called to the 
important field of Jersey City, New Jersey. There, at the First Baptist Church, 
he was successful in uniting three factions in the church. With a promising 
pastorate ahead of him, the American Baptist Home Mission Society extended a 
call to serve as the pioneer missionary for the new California Mission. Four 
years after his ordination Rev. Wheeler was off to California with his wife, 
Elizabeth. 


The night before they sailed, an enthusiastic and moving farewell service was 
held in the First Baptist Church of New York City. The New York Recorder 
and New York Baptist Register printed full reports of the event. Not only were 
these workers going to what for a long time was spoken of as a foreign country, 
they were destined for what was truly regarded as the "darkest spot on earth." 


Wheeler's farewell address was stirring. He made clear that his acceptance of 
the call to San Francisco was due to his profound conviction that it was the call 
of God. We cannot doubt, the report states, that all who heard him were well 
convinced of the deeply religious motives by which he had been actuated in 
determining his duty. In their charge to the missionaries and commendation to 
the care of God the charge declared, “Whatever may be the righteousness or 
unrighteousness of the annexation of that territory to the United States, that 
territory belongs to Jesus Christ. You go to plant His cross upon its soil, to 
intermingle the influence of His Gospel with its civilization, and to win 
immortal souls to Christ - not for earthly honors or the gold that perishes, but 
to gather jewels to deck the Savior's crown...Go, and be faithful to your duties 
as a minister, and as a Baptist minister. Look well to yourself, to your own 
piety, as a condition of God's blessing upon your labors." ‘ 


As Dr. Fleming's account suggests, the critical element of successful ministry is bei inof 
God's call on the believer's life. Whether as professional minister or asco try n being certain o 
heeding the call will yield fruit that lasts an eternity. Despite mm , 


a . the strugel i S, 
living and working in the will of God strengthens everyone who belic Be pains, and sorrows 


eginnings in California from chapter 


i _A MISSIONARYS HEART (3/28/99) 


Wheeler was 32 years old when he established the California mission. For more than 40 years he 
labored in California in various capacities. He was indefatigable in his work for his denomination 
and for the community at large. As Pastor of First Baptist Church and Exploring Agent of the 
American Baptist Home Mission Society, he traveled extensively, seeking openings for establishing 
preaching stations and preparing the way for others to come. Over the years he was the leading 
spirit in organizing the San Francisco Baptist Association. He was one of the organizers and first 
president of the California Baptist Education Society. He edited the first Baptist newspaper west 
of the Rockies, The Pacific Banner. And he was president of the Sacramento Tract Society. 


Every good movement in the community and state claimed his interest. But a large part of his time 
was devoted to counseling with new arrivals. Many of the young gold seekers had letters of 
introduction to him, and he met many others when he visited the incoming vessels. His letters 
abound with references which show the stress under which he lived and labored. "I am called 
upon almost daily," he writes, "to visit the rising towns in the territory... The continual arrivals 
and frequent cases of sickness and death demand our constant attention and unremitting toil." The 
mark of a good pastor is his desire to be available to his people. An excellent pastor will live 
among them. Wheeler was ever present for the sake of the gospel and the Lord who had called 
him there. 


In addition to his pastoral work, Wheeler was a leader in many other activities. His considerable 
executive ability served him well in the days of beginnings, for he found himself charged with the 
full responsibility for establishing the Baptist witness in California. As an acknowledged master in 
public speaking, Rev. Wheeler was frequently called upon to address city and state gatherings 
including the State Senate and, on one occasion in 1854, the President, Cabinet and members of 
Congress in the House of Representatives. 


Perhaps outstanding among the personality traits which Wheeler displayed were the earnestness 
of his purpose and the self-sacrificing devotion with which he gave himself to the accomplishment 
of that purpose. Opportunities to acquire wealth presented themselves, but he refused to be 
diverted from what he believed to be the path of duty. Writing three weeks after his arrival in San 
Francisco, "Money alone can neither preach the Gospel or distribute the Bible; and without them 
men will not be saved." A few months later he wrote, "But we love our work, and would not leave 
it for any other post on earth." Such was the commitment of one called by God. 


Baptists are fortunate to have had this pioneer leader in the Golden State. Earnest, talented, big- 
hearted and persevering, he inspired confidence in men in all walks of life. Always he put 
foremost the work of the Baptist fellowship to which he belonged and which he served; at the 
same time, he gave himself generously to the larger interests of the kingdom of God. 


In time Rev. Wheeler ended his career in full time ministry. In April 1891, 42 years after arriving in 
San Francisco, Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler closed his ministry as president of the Baptist 
Historical Society of California. A servant to the end.? 


2 From chapter five, A Chosen Vessel, God's Golct The Story of Baptist Beginnings in Calforniaby Dr. Sanford Fleming 
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GOD'S HAND AT WORK (4499 


: ino i i f many toward a 
A basic Baptist principle is the belief that the sovereign God is moving in the lives 0 y a 


certain end. Such appears to be the case of First Baptist Church. The America ae E A 
Society believed God was leading them to establish a California mission. Rev ‘lifornia to establish 
the call, which the Society felt was certainly of God. The Wheelers went on to TAT Cod had 

FBC and many other churches and ministries, But there was another p reacher whom Hectin 
convinced of the need to send messengers into the midst of the fevered masses that were collecting on 
the West Coast. 


In December 1845, Ezra Fisher was appointed by the Society to serve in the Oregon Territory. ne 
arrived to support the work of Hezekiah Johnson who had been appointed the month before. Rev. 
Fisher was the first person to direct the attention of the Society to California. As early as September 
1844, he had written to them about Baptist families settling on the Sacramento River and the need for 
missionaries. In a third letter written in January, 1847 he vigorously spoke of the missionary need. 
That letter reached the New York office on July 13, 1847 and resulted in the Committee on Missions of 
the Society investigating the practicality of such a mission, Again, in October 1948, Fisher wrote , 
stressing the greater urgency in view of the discovery of gold. This letter didn't reach the Society until 
after the Wheelers’ arrival in San Francisco. 


Rev. Fisher's assessment could be considered by many as a providential vision of the need in which 
God was working. From his perspective, the commitment of the Society to investigate and act on such 
a calling gives insight into ways God uses his servants to raise the awareness of aneed. It seems God 
was already working to prepare a way for the Wheelers’ arrival. 


On February 3, 1849, a little more than three weeks before their arrival, Fisher wrote one more 
letter urging that a missionary be sent immediately because a large number of Baptist brethren in 
Oregon would be heading for the mines throughout the summer. In the strongest of terms, he 
wrote: 


California will swarm with people and overflow with wealth, gambling, and 
dissipation, and, unless our churches act with promptmess and devotion and 
liberality, these inexhaustible treasures are given over into the hands of the 
Prince of Devils, California will be morally lost and will prove a capital scourge 
to our nation... Now hold the map before you. Think of the mountains of gold 
behind her, the influx of population from Upper & Lower California bordering 
the coast, the Pacific Islands, and even China, swarming hither for gold, and 
then let me ask our dear brethren, are we prepared to leave this point 
unoccupied for the want of a few hundred dollars? 


Rev. Fisher wanted no question be left as to the need. God was at work; and if the Church and the 
Society did not act, Satan, himself would gain the upper hand. 

Fisher finally decided the work in Oregon could wait since most of the men wi 
He took off to California. When he reached San Francisco in April 1849, he fo 
already on the field and was satisfied that a good beginning 
the diggings and preached as opportunity allowed. Finall 
work in Oregon, he sailed from San Francisco in July. 


ere heading to California. 
und Wheeler and his wife 
had been made. Rev. Fisher proceeded to 

, convicted that he should return to his 


We speak with assurance that God knows our needs even before w. 
with the founding of FBC gives us a testimony of that truth. 


edo. Rev, Ezra Fisher's experience 


__ AFIELD WHITE UNTO HARVEST (4/11/99) 


One hundred fifty years ago, on the second Sunday in April in 1849, Rev. O.C. Wheeler was 
hard at work with his hands full of ministry needs. Rev. T. Dwight Hunt, the official chaplain 
of San Francisco, was thankful for the additional ministers who had come in March. Among 
the four 5 them, there was never a time to consider denominational rivalries. This time was 
one in which the gospel was able to move forward with incredible unity. But the swarms of 
gold seekers who were arriving provided need for more ministers to carry the load. 


On the first of April that year, Presbyterian minister Rev. Albert Williams had arrived on the 
steamship Oregon. After meeting with one of Wheeler's traveling companions (Rev. Sylvester 
Woodbridge who had settled in at Benicia), Rev. Albert Williams returned to San Francisco to 


begin his work. With five Protestant ministers on the field, the churches were beginning to 
take shape. 


The time was crucial to the lives of tens of thousands. San Francisco living conditions were 
getting worse instead of better as gold seekers poured in from around the world. A letter 
written in 1849 declared, "Men used to laborious work can make money; but they must live 
like pigs and do their own work." Eighteen year old John Steel wrote, "We enjoyed the 
unusual luxury of sleeping with our boots off, something we had not done for weeks, owing to 
the cold and our exposed condition." Men were still living in tents during the cold, wet San 
Francisco spring. Cholera was a frequent visitor. Many died alone and uncared for. The work 
of the ministry of a compassionate Christ existed beyond moving sermons. It demanded 
attention to men from every country in need of hope, comfort, consolation and compassion so 
far from home and families. Rev. Wheeler and his compatriots spent long hours every day 
seeing to these needs. 


Within a few weeks after his arrival in San Francisco, Rev. Wheeler declared that drunkenness, 
gambling and every kind of immorality were to be seen "in unblushing boldness at every 
corner. The destruction of morals is beyond description." Loss of self-respect and integrity 
were the conclusions for many sad stories of those who came for worldly gain and suffered the 


loss of all. 


Little has changed in 150 years. The same needs still exist today on the streets of San Francisco. 
The cold, wet springs of San Francisco are still here. People are still living in tents. Disease 
continues to take its toll. Some still "live like pigs and do their own work." The destruction of 
morals is still beyond description. Every day people die alone and uncared for. Rev. 
Wheeler's beginnings at First Baptist Church only marked the beginning of a continuing 
struggle to bring the love and compassion of Christ into a difficult land. The effective work of 
ministers (both "professional clerics" and laity) continues. First Baptist Church remains on the 
frontier of men's lives - those who came for gain and lost it all still need Christ and His church 


to help them through desperate times. 
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THOSE WHO CAME BEFORE (41899) 


. i ifts God h 
A church grows in relationship to the people who are actively tem: he gi early foundation f 
provided for the building up of His Church. This truth was evi Ospood C. Wheeler 150 o, 
the First Baptist Church. No one understood this better than Rev. Frencisco In his words 
years ago when he began the work of establishing a church m San y Jed e, to prepare th 
"God had - in his providence - sent a man before us, without our Knowle Be i ith th ° 
way for us." That man was Charles L. Ross. When the steamer California ord L'E E 
missionaries, Mr. Ross came immediately on board with these comforting words! verything 
is changed and in confusion; times are terrible, but never fear I will see ha you are ti a care 
of." With that he personally assumed all of their expenses, of every kind. ond one 5 later 
he "assumed the entire financial responsibility of purchasing a lot at $10,0000 an. erecting a 
church edifice thereon at an expense of over $6,000." A few months later he was the driving , 
force that created the 25 x 40 foot building that would be the first Protestant church building in 
California. 


Mr. George Inwood, a young man from England ("not a classically educated man; but of 
unflinching principles, especially in his religion") was also in San Francisco when the Wheelers 
arrived. He left for the mines in mid April. Wheeler writes, 


After a few weeks he sent $800 as his first contribution for the erection of 
anew church. After 90 days he returned bringing with him $14,000 in 
gold lumps. One of his first moves was to advance $5,000 of it ($2,000 as 
a gift, and $3,000 as a loan) to the church to aid in paying for the church 
and lot. God sent these two men here to prepare a cheering sunrise for 
the mission. Gentlemen of the army and navy on the coast, inferior to 
none in the service, received and treated us with every possible courtesy 
and attention. And nothing that our American population could do to 
forward our interests was undone. 


Theologians, musicians, teachers and others of equal worth joined the work. Churches were 
multiplied; Bible, tract, missionary and temperance societies were organized and the work 


progressed until, in 1865, Wheeler reported 100 "regular Baptist churches" had been or ganized 
with 45 percent of them still active in 1889. 


San Francisco and California had their challenges as the throngs of people poured through the 
Golden Gate. But God sent gifted and committed people to build up the body of Christ. 
Without them, Wheeler and his wife, Elizabeth, would have been thoroughly overwhelmed 
ministering to such a barbarous coast. When God is moving and working among His people, 
the work of the church makes a difference in the lives of people. When, a pastor has men and 
women behind him who are willing to exercise their gifts for the growth + the church, His 
will is done on earth as it is in heaven! ' 
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-BOOM TOWN SAN FRANCISCO (425/99) 


By the end of April 1849, San Francisco was feeling the pain of new prowth. Everywhere was heard the 


sound of hammers and saws at work. Though the streets were still mud lanes, the sounds of this 
h vity proclaimed that an urban center would soon be bom. In only four months more than four 
housand people had crowded onto the hills surrounding this former sleepy pueblo village. 


Other signs of civilization were also becoming visible. The City Charter was in place, so law and order 
could provide a proper place for “good and decent people” to live, That didn’t mean the infamous 
activities of Barbary Coast had waned. Men were still throwing away their gold, their morals and their 
lives in the bars and gambling halls along the Bay. From the day they arrived, the four missionaries 


now living in San Francisco ministered without ceasing to bring a sense of dignity and decency to this 
raucous place. 


In the midst of all this, a provisional government was being constructed to prepare California for 
statehood. The weekly San Francisco newspaper, the Alta California, reported proceedings of the new 


government in its April 26 edition. The resolution for the formation of a provisional government 
expressed the need. 


Whereas it is the privilege and duty of all persons to promote order and 
suppress misrule in the community where they may reside, and whereas the 
United States of North America has not, as yet, extended civil jurisdiction over 
this newly acquired territory; and whereas the good feeling and intelligence of 
a large portion of the inhabitants, in view of the disorder that prevails, the 
enormous crimes that are unblushingly committed, the probability of a large 
increase of population in a short time, composed of persons from different 
governments, of different feelings, habits and pursuits, have proposed the 
adoption of measures for these purposes, therefore, be it resolved, that a 
delegation be appointed ... in forming a system of law to be extended over the 
country... 


Even the city leaders saw the dire need for a moral guide. 


San Francisco was in the middle of birth pains. The birth of First Baptist Church was also just around 
the corner. Rev. and Mrs. O.C. Wheeler and a handful of men and women placed their imprint on the 
life of San Francisco with their work of spreading the gospel. The work was much more than they and 
even the city leaders anticipated. The Alta California reported: 


We were prepared for a large emigration, (sic) but we were not prepared for 
such sweeping wave of desire as seems to have rolled over the length and 
breadth of the Union ... the thirst for gold has rode the public mind like a 
gorgon or a nightmare...This extraordinary excitement and emigration (sic) fills 
us with an undefinable dread... we fear the suffering and disappointment 
which so many of this vast crowd must undergo. 


San Francisco has continued for 150 years to draw people from the four corners of the world. No 
greater mission field exists than at the portals of Golden Gate. Every form of ministry can be exercised 
within the 47 square miles of the city. From these beginnings First Baptist Church has continned to 
carry the cross of Christ to lanes, wharves and alleys of the City, the Bay Area and, ultimately, around 
the world. Bringing the peace of Christ to the desperate, suffering masses, whether they are dissipated 
by the lust for gold in mines or the market, she continues to be a lighthouse for the lost, a hospital for 


sinners and a school for those who have found the peace of the Savior. 
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SAN FRANCISCO, PENINSULA AND THE UTTERMOST PARTS (5/29) | 


What does it take to establish a church in a city? Before there were bao nE churches 
in transitional communities, there was the Book that Rev. O.C. aCi the Apostle Paul 
inspiration and instruction. One wonders if he must have Nay ved j 
missionary journeys as he looked at the fields to which he had arrived. 


By May Rev. Wheeler was looking at San Jose for opportunities there. He was preparing fora 
trip to Sacramento, and he was in conversation with men returning back N evada, 
He would travel one or two DAYS (not one or two HOURS) by horseback, carriage or 


steamship to scout out church starting possibilities. His missionary spirit extended far beyond 
San Francisco. 


The month of May in 1849 was especially suited to traveling around the area. The Alta 
California newspaper reported a mild spring that year with pleasant temperatures and fewer 
rains. The wet weather spent itself out in the winter months. When he was able to get away 
from his heavy, self-imposed ministry workload in San Francisco, Rev. Wheeler traveled as 
did the circuit preachers of earlier days. Between preaching in San Francisco at the wharves, 


among the tents, in the meeting halls and regular services, Wheeler also extended his ministry 
to Benicia and Vallejo. 


Because the work was so time consuming, little was recorded or kept by way of letters, 
journals or articles during the spring. Clear skies, warm days, longer daylight allowed more 
opportunity to visit, preach and teach. Rev. Wheeler was determined not to let any moment 
pass by without ministry taking place. Through sheer determination, he forged ahead with 
the gospel in every corner of the Bay Area and set the pace for those who would follow. 


The challenge seems no less today. Thousands pour through the Golden Gate every day. 
Commuters, tourists, students, military and merchant seamen add to the growing and ever 
changing population that is San Francisco. Every one of them is in need of either the good 
news of Christ or an encouragement that Christ is alive through God's people in this place 
called San Francisco. Those who live here have the joy of carrying on the work that Wheeler 
established. Every Christian who is willing can be trained to further the work of Christ. In the 


movie "The Field of Dreams", the premise was to build a baseball field by faith and the people 
would come. The appointment of Rev. and Mrs. Wheeler to California was the Mission 


Society's premise that if Go d's call is on the field, the people will come. As it turned out, those 
to whom they would minister were drawn by gold and found God! 
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“os wn. MANY ARE CALLED, FEW ACCEPT THE CHARGES (5/9/99) 


For seven weeks Rev. O.C. Wheeler had been on his mission field toiling daily as the only 
Baptist minister living in San Francisco and one fourth of the entire evangelical contingent of 
ministers in the area. Some preachers had visited or passed through on their way to the gold 
fields; but Rev. Wheeler, who was called by God and committed to his noble task of bringing 
the gospel to California, stayed. In that first week of May 1849, he waited with anticipation of 
help to arrive from the Home Mission Society. Before leaving, he had been promised an 
assistant who was to have taken the next steamer after their departure in December. Every 
day he would trek to the docks to see if ships arriving from the East carried the overdue help, 


He had no idea it would take 20 months before help would arrive. It seems no one else 
wanted to come to the "darkest spot on earth." 


What does it take to answer God's call? Being able to handle the frustrations and obstacles of 
the work. Wheeler writes: 


Our want of laborers was not because they did not come to California, 
for between the 1* of April, 1849, and the 1* of August, 1850, I counted 
and registered forty-six men, all wearing the vestments and claiming the 
character of Baptist ministers in good standing, who arrived at San 
Francisco and passed through to the mines, not one of whom would stop 
for a single day to aid me in rolling to the top of the hill the ball that 
seemed ready to fall back upon and crush me — not an hour in the work 
of the Master. 


The work of the ministry is filled with challenges to understand the minds and hearts of 
people. These challenges raise the question - Who is willing to serve no matter what the cost? 
So many are able to serve, but unwilling. Blinded by the lure of other work, they pass by 
without a word. But Rev. Wheeler forged ahead. Despite the silence from the Society 
regarding help, he counted the blessings God had provided: Mr. Ross, who provided shelter 
and expenses for their needs; Mr. Inwood, who later provided inspiration to others to invest in 
God's work; Dr. Saxton, Rev. Dr. Peneleton & Mr. Preveaux, Bible teachers and musicians who 
established a foundation of solid biblical teaching and worship. 


God had set the stage for a beautiful concert in His name. As the days passed more were 
finding out what the gospel means in changed lives because one man accepted the call and 
made a commitment to stay focused on the task. As a result, the First Baptist Church of 
California became a lighthouse for people on the stormy shores of the Barbary Coast. 


ADVERTISEMENTS AND INVITATIONS (7169) 

at people had 
It was, both agreed, that there had to be a better way to get the neler walked about the town 
another place to worship and study the Bible! Every day Rev. ices were going on in Mr. Ross's 
letting everyone he met know that every Sunday religious servico rough. San Francisco now 
house on Washington Street. But the word wasn't getting out fast enous™ 
had more than 5,000 people living there. 


The spring thaw and rains had swollen the rivers in the gold country such that he i ees in 
inaccessible. The dry diggings weren't any better for different reasons. k. ‘Though fronti r 
Coloma, a band of 60 Indians murdered seven miners near Weber's Cree “4 B ne ox net ; 
justice prevailed, the supposed leader of the murderous band got away nl the dan ot pecte 
murderous retaliation. People left their camps for the safety of the city un e dang 
subsided. And of course the new arrivals continued to come. 


It was simply humanly impossible to personally invite to the Ross house all the desperate 
souls needing a word from God. 


It was decided. An advertisement would be placed in the San Francisco weekly newspaper 
Alta California, Mr. Ross would pay for the ad, "$3 for the first insertion of 12 lines or less and 
$1.50 for every subsequent insertion," The decision was strategically a good one. Everyone 
read the paper. It was the only news that was regularly distributed to the citizens. Though it 


was only a four page weekly the Alta California was a connection to the civilization so many 
had left. 


News and mail were the only way hundreds of men kept in touch with the world they left 
behind. The Pacific Steamship Company instituted a regular MONTHLY mail service with the 
maiden voyage of the California, the steamship on which the Wheelers had arrived. 
Newspapers were almost as valuable as a letter from family. New York Tribune correspondent 
Bayard Taylor relates his experience of a gentleman from New York who had carried 1500 


copies of The Tribune and other papers to San Francisco, which he disposed of in two hours at 
one dollar apiece! 


People hungered for news from home! They didn't realize when they left wife, family, friends 
and home for the gold fields how lonely and desperate they would become. So, amidst 

solicitations for purchase of land, houses, lumber and barrels of salmon, Rev. Wheeler offered 
an opportunity to stand against the loneliness. The ad read: 


RELIGIOUS NOTICE 


Rev. O. C. Wheeler, Missionary of the Am. Baptist Home Mission Soc 
will preach on Sunday next, at the house of C. L. Ross, on W 


street. Service at11 A.M. and71 ashington 


-2 P.M. Sabbath school in th 
house at 1 1-2 P.M. The public are respectfully invited to attend 


The die was cast. The seed was sown. The hope and expectations wi : 

i i f . ere clear. a 
in the Lord as His people gather together just as in the days of the Bible meeting ina house t 
worship Him and study His word. Who would come? The Succeeding weeks would tell 


aream" 
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va es ue LABORERS FOR THE FIELDS (5/23/99) — 


a i pie i plait 1849 (12 weeks after arriving in San Francisco), Rev. Wheeler anxiously 
on Feb. 1, 1849 i of Rev. H.W. Read - appointed by the American Baptist Home Mission Society 
reached New M pparently, Rev. Read chose to travel the overland route to California. When he 
that field exico, he found such need there that he requested his assignment be changed to 

at field. Rev. Wheeler, not aware of this change, continued to wait. 


The work of the ministry was growing heavier with each arrival. Those who acted on the 
announcement of the discovery of gold and who left the East Coast via sailing ships were 
beginning to arrive almost daily. The overlanders were also finding their way to the West Coast. 
By the middle of May, arrivals from every corner of the world had increased to more than 1,000 
people every week. The population of San Francisco, both transient and resident, was heading 
toward 20,000, all in the few weeks since the Wheelers arrived. 


But the dramatic increase brought an unexpected blessing to the four evangelical ministers who 
were at the helm of the heavenly kingdom in the city. Despite the reported depravity of the city, 
there was noticed a veneer of religious need among the arrivals. Young men had left everything 
decent in their lives: family, friends, church and security. Arriving in San Francisco, they 
discovered there was not a law or precept to guide them. Rev. Wheeler, in his daily visits to the 
docks and tented areas, found a warm and welcome reception for a man of God. These young 
men were cold, tired, lonely and becoming desperate for the good things of home. A caring and 
thoughtful man such as Rev. Wheeler offered them assistance and, most important, the moral 
guide that was missing in their new surroundings. 


Though their piety was quickly lost in the morass of temptations surrounding them, there was the 
semblance of home in the comforting words of Scripture eloquently expressed through Rev. 
Wheeler's sermons. Read his words regarding the religious and moral condition of the times: 


Multitudes of young men who bore with them from their Eastern homes the 
fairest reputation and the fondest hopes, are here thrown into the whirlpool of 
confusion, this maelstrom of evil, to be heard from no more, unless by some 
fortuitous chance, or Providential interference... They seem to wake up when I 
take them by the arm, and point them to their footing already giving way. 
They will sign the pledge, abjure gambling, renounce profanity, and promise a 
new, a reformed course of life. But unaided by the restraints of an organized 
moral and religious community, they soon return to all their vice with renewed 
energy... 

... Ilove my work, but have never seen a harder task than to get a man to look 
through a lump of gold into eternity. It is more like beating the air, like 
contending with the elements, like confining the tide or stilling the tempest 
than I have hitherto supposed could possibly exist. Men come to church and 
pay more than respectful, serious, and interested attention to all the services, 
and go away expressing their joy at such an unexpected privilege. 


Have things changed in 150 years? It does not seem so. Young people flock to San Francisco, not 
for the gold, but for the "freedom" to live on their own terms no matter what the price! First 
Baptist Church continues to take the lost and lonely by the arm and offer them the way of the 


Cross. 
29 


Sa 


THE FIRST QUARTERS REPORT (6309) 


in 1849, the quarter] 
Rather than offer a view of the life of First Baptist Church at the end of May in y 


esj iety is printed following. 
report of the Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler to the American Home Mission Society 15 p ing: 


To the American Baptist Home Mission Society; 
published in Home Mission Record, I (Sept. 1849), 3. 
San Francisco, June 1, 1849 ; 
On entering my field I found but one public room in the town, and that was 
occupied three times on the Sabbath. [This was the Public er e thy Dwight 
Portsmouth Square, Regular services were conducted by Rev. ae iin 8 
Hunt, who began his duties as city chaplain on Nov. 2, 1848. puj] ; 3 a 
materials and labor bore such a price as to preclude the possibility o erecti 8 
building of any sort, and even a tent of sufficient dimensions to accommer ll a 
hundred people would have cost at least $250; hence I was obliged to wait tla 
Christian brother's house could be put in a condition to occupy for the purpose 
of public worship. This required more time than we anticipated. You have but 
little idea how slow men work when they are paid sixteen dollars a day. It was 
fitted up at length, and we now occupy it to the best advantage we can, for 
public worship and a Sabbath school which we have just commenced, but we 
need one, already far more commodious. 
The accommodation 1 now enjoy for my family, [the home of Mr. Charles L. 
Ross, a merchant who had arrived in San Francisco in April, 1848. mrj} would 
command a rent of $250 per month, though very small when compared with 
such as can be procured in New York for $40 per month. They are provided by 
a good brother residing in the place. 
It is impossible for me to describe, or you to conceive of, the state of society 
here. An intense excitement constantly pervades the community, growing out 
of the abundance of gold around us, and tending to hurry them onward in 
almost every pursuit of life, too frequently, without proper reference to the 
moral character of their acts.... This state of things affects the religious interests 
of the place very unfavorably: and yet there is a peculiar sort of interest in 
religion very prevalent. All seem glad to have ministers here, and all speak 
encouragingly of establishing churches. When things get better arranged 
among us, I think large congregations will be collected. 
Although I am called upon, almost daily, to visit the rising towns in the 
territory, 1 can scarcely leave this place at all; the continual arrivals and 


frequent cases of sickness and death demand my constant attendance and 
unremitting toil ..." 


Today San Francisco has one evangelical church for every 10,000 residents — not unlike 
San Francisco 150 years ago. Very little seems to have changed of the needs of people in the city and 
the surrounding "territories." Rev. Wheeler recognized how important it was then, as it is today to 
enlist laborers and start new churches to meet the moral and spiritual needs of people and effectively 
spread the gospel throughout our "Jerusalem." Faced with the same challenges (too few laborers) and 
drive (starting new churches), Osgood C. Wheeler became respected throughout the land for being an 
overcomer as he labored daily from morning to evening in the fields wh. and for being 


: ere G i spite 
his meager help, he pressed forward as a testimony to all who followed. od had sent him. Despite 


ameo a ed 


___ ADVERTISING DOES HELP (6/6/99) — 


Travel away from the Bay Area, especially to the East Coast, and you will hear numerous 
stories and opinions of America's Sodom and Gomorrah known as San Francisco. Opinions of 
the city haven't changed much among those who have not lived here. More than 150 years 
ago, Home Mission Society President and Pastor of FBC, New York City, Dr. S.H. Cone spoke 
of San Francisco as "the darkest spot on earth." He was stressing the importance of Wheeler's 
decision to accept the call as missionary to California. 


There was no doubt that evil lived comfortably in the city, but by the first week of J une,1849 
Rev. O. C. Wheeler realized how important a church is needed in the midst of this hedonist 
land. The advertisement that was placed in the Alta California named the location and time for 
worship services. It seems that those few inserts in the local newspaper made a difference. 
People began arriving on Sunday mornings in such numbers that soon the house was full. 
With great excitement, Rev. Wheeler and Mr. Ross were seeing how God moves through the 
committed efforts of his people. 


Just a few days prior, Mr. Charles Ross, who had opened his home to the Wheelers and the 
worship services, asked Rev. Wheeler if he wanted to continue meeting in his home. His 
suggestion was to allow Rev. Wheeler a graceful way to exit the work which he had begun. 
Disappointing attendance and disinterest in church services caused Mr. Ross to wonder if Rev. 
Wheeler might be thinking about leaving. Instead, Wheeler's response was what Ross had 
hoped for. "Mr. Ross, if you wish us to leave, we will, but if we do not meet in your home, we 
will find suitable accommodations, if only a tent, so that the Lord's work may continue." With 
that word of assurance, the two men being of one mind pressed on. 


Now the house was full on Sunday. People were coming from all over San Francisco. It 
became evident that the people of the city desired a place to hear God's word preached and 
taught. They also yearned for the fellowship of good Christians. Every evangelical mission in 
the city (all four of them) was experiencing the same response. God was moving in the hearts 
of people because four missionaries set their minds toward Him and not toward the 
temptations that surrounded them. 


Not much has changed in 150 years. San Francisco is still a hot bed for sin. But within her 
borders are people who want a word from God. They may stumble and fall back into their old 
ways, but they know that in the Lord's house is a haven from the evil that walks about. Rev. 
and Mrs. Wheeler and Mr. and Mrs. Ross made sure that before her birth as a church the First 
Baptist Church was an open house of worship and accepting of all that would come seeking 
the Lord. And the people found Him. 
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AFULLHOUSE 6139) 0 


- people were attenti 
The second week of June 1849 was looking good: attendance wa” srs of Mr. Ross's house É 
the sermons, and hundreds were arriving every week. The | ere consideration of 
were now filling to capacity. Everything seemed to be ready fo 
establishing a church. 


In the excitement of the growth, a consideration was overlooked - the change ond eda 
congregation. Rev. Wheeler's conversations with his congregants were cots Ohh New ei 
In Wheeler's words they were " the most interesting and intelligent pe trong for most t 
England and New York has ever sent out”. But the lure of gold was too $ te be tter, th oud 
in San Francisco longer than a few weeks. Just as he got to know the peop s ° th 7 vould 
be off to the diggings. Thank God for the likes of Ross, Pope, Coghill and a few others who 
established businesses (the other "gold mine" of the area) and helped 

Rev. Wheeler bring the church into existence. 


San Francisco has been a migratory region for most of her 153 years. The small harbour town 
formerly known as Yerba Buena saw people come and go with great r egularity. Early church 
records indicate that the church was in the same condition. No sooner would a member be 
accepted by letter from Maryland, New York, or another eastern city than within a few weeks 
a letter of dismissal would be granted as they moved on to outlying areas. 


Seasons played a big role in the flux of people. The Sierra winters drove many back to town 
where a certain lethargy took them over, and spring sent them back to their gold mining. 
Arriving newcomers could not wait to get to the mines to make their fortune and thus would 


stay only a few days or weeks before heading out. The work of building the church of 
permanent residents was a significant problem. 


But such obstacles were of little concern for Rev. Wheeler. Whether his work led him to 
transients looking for a comforting word from God, help with getting settled in or advice on 
how to deal with their current state of affairs, he was ready and willing to offer help as 
needed. It was this open heart that brought many to the house of worship. It was his dynamic 
preaching that kept them coming back. His greatest concern and need was for assistant 
ministers who would help him carry the burden of ministry in the city. 


The work of a minister is often seen as an hour or so once or twice a week, but the reality of the 
work is long days and oftentimes seven days a week. With such schedules, the minister has 
little time for rest or personal relaxation. Without help, Rev. Wheeler could fall prey to the 
malady many a minister has suffered—burnout. But his Strength of character and commitment 
to God's call kept him on the field and ready to serve whenever called upon 


RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS 


To the Christian Watchman and Christian R te 
93-1849) 134, eflector, XXX (Aug. 
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San Francisco, June 20, 1849 arlors 
You will be happy to know that my place of worship (two large parlor ) 
is crowded with an auditory of the most interesting and intel ; eur 
Persons which New England and New York has ever sent ovt we 
Prospects are as bright as we could expect. Our health as g or alone, 
could ask, and our work as abundant as we can do. But I amy have six 
so far as our denomination is concerned, while the Presbyterians an 
ministers already in the field, at work. Send us help and pray 
ccess. i i 

So far as Iam able to learn, men who are honest, industrious, sober -and 
prudent, in the mines, are accumulating with great rap alt of myself 
PS. Please say to your numerous readers that I speak on e ho wish cheir 
and very many friends when I request all corresponden ao we and 
letters to reach us to mail them. If sent by private hands they nays if 
they may not, (most probably the latter,) reach us within six m r 
ever. 
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PRENATAL MOVEMENTS (620/99) 


eeler broke above ground June 


The seed that was sown on the arrival of Rev. Osgood Wh ality, Read the entry in 


17, 1849. The First Baptist Church of California was soon to bea re 
the church minutes of that first meeting. 


Sabbath June 17, 1849 - Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler, under the thi 
- aa; jety, having arrived in this 

patronage of the American Home Mission society, havıng dwellin 
town on the first of March last, & commenced preaching in the dwelling 
house of Br. Charles L. Ross on the 18"; a congregation was gradually 

ny tae : being filled) at the close 
gathered, until this morning, when, (our two rooms 8 in for the 
of service, Mr. Wheeler requested all Baptists, then present to remain a 
purpose of consulting upon the propriety of organizing a Baptist churc : 
The object of the meeting was stated, and a free expression of opinon upon 
the subject asked, whereupon, Dea. James Appleton of Amity St church 
New York, Br. Moses G. Leonard of the 16" ch. N.Y. Charles L. Ross of 
Laight St. ch. N.Y. J. Pope of Carrimon St. church N. Y. John Lwords of the 
First ch Brooklyn & B. G. Latimer of the 7h Baltimore Med. expressed i 
themselves favorable to immediate organizations, no contrary opinion being 
expressed this was regarded as the sentiment of the meeting. Whereupon 
On motion of Bro. M.G. Leonard, seconded by Dea, James Appleton 
Resolved unanimously that a committee of four be appointed to consider 
and report, upon the subject before the meeting, at the close of public 
worship next Sabbath morning. First Committee: Rev. O.C. Wheeler; Dea. 
James Appleton; Br. C. L. Ross;Br. B. G. Latimer. On motion adjourned 


And with that motion to adjourn, the first meeting of the founding members of First Baptist went 
home to consider how long it had been since they were members of any local Baptist church. Mr. 
Ross had left New York almost three years before, others among the brethren had come at various 
times after. None had any church affiliation in which to share their faith and order since arriving in 
San Francisco. And what was their first order of business ~ they’re Baptists, right? Forma 
committee! What else? 


Through their faithful deliberations, the birth of the church was quickly approaching. In 150 years, 
little has changed in the way Baptists get the job done. God moves in the lives of his people with 
deliberate motion. But just to make sure everyone is “on the same page”, Baptists have 
traditionally taken the committee to be the confirmation of God’s hand in any matter. Through 
their deliberate prayer and conversation with the Lord and each other, Baptist committees filled 
with mature, wise brothers and sisters bring to the church a consensus that the Lord is in action 


Whether we call them committees or teams, Baptist churches know that G i 

i od moves by His own 
will through a body of believers. Through our meetings we make sure w. ha i 
desires for His people. e have understood His 


Such was His desire in those days. His people would gather together i i 
go forth with the Good News in this place called San Francisco It would To place worship and > 
gathered together who would call themselves the First Baptist Church ppen through a people 


ee. ee 


Pns ee ae 


___ THE BIRTH OF A CHURCH (6/27/99) 


No onecan describe a situation better than those who lived it 


June 17 the congregation formed a committee to consider establishing a Baptist church. At 
their June 24 meeting, a constitution & bylaws were adopted. Between those dates Rev. Wheeler 
wrote to the New York Recorder describing the situation in San Francisco. Here we can sense the 


passion and Problems he experienced. In the midst of the formation of the first Baptist church of 
California. Rev. Wheeler writes: 


Mr. Editor: 


I think I promised that I would tell you something about the country when I 
knew something to tell. . . Religiously considered, this territory is in a most 
deplorable condition. In this place of ten thousand souls there is but one 
minister beside myself, who is devoted to his calling; and one other who is 
engaged in teaching a primary school. 

At Monterey and at Benicia there are two ministers whose business is teaching, 
but who preach on the Sabbath. At San Jose there are two, one a preacher and 
the other a teacher. Thus we see that there are but three men in this vast 
Country who "give themselves wholly to the work of the ministry." The 
Presbyterians have six of the seven I mentioned, and the Baptists have one; the 
Methodists and Episcopalians have as yet none. And there is not the semblance 
of a Protestant church edifice in the whole land. 


Rev. Osgood C. Wheeler 


Within a few weeks after his arrival, Rev. Wheeler had established a mission that became the First 
Baptist Church of California. From the church's minutes and his letters, we learn that no matter how 
the surrounding area APPEARS, God's people are there. They desire a place where they can express 
their kindred worship as believers. 


The Scripture proclaims that the church is not brick and mortar, but a house built of living stones. Mr. 
Ross was there to offer his unfinished home when the time was right. Appleton, Latimer, and Pope 
were there when they were needed to provide leadership to those who were coming on Sundays. 
Without the vision of the Home Mission Society, the calling of Rev. Wheeler and the support of the lay 
leaders who came to San Francisco, the work would have been too hard. Without their commitment to 
the Lord and His church they would have failed on their own merits. God has been leading His people 
to places of service from the moment he placed Adam and Eve in the Garden. 


The Lord's leadership, instilling vision in His people, resulted in the birth of California's pioneer 
Baptist church. He is still leading us. As the Chronicler wrote, "If my people, who are called by my 
name will humble themselves, and pray... I will heal their land.” (II Chronicles 7:14) 


As First Baptist Church moves into the 21s Century we face new challenges. Our passions will take 
ths. But when the cause of Christ is the underlying motivation for our efforts, as in the days 

C was formed, we can move forward with renewed vision. As a church under the lordship of 
e same excitement of marching onto the fields of battle because our Lord 


new pa 
when FB 
Christ, we can experience th 
goes before us. 
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THE FIRST BUSINESS MEETING (71/499) 


Rather than offer an interpretation of what happened 150 years ago, T wa i A a ae 
as written in 19 Century longhand & spelling the report of the com P Ne 17 


A izi tist church.” 
for “the purpose of consulting upon the propriety of organizing @ Bap 


call from the committee, the Brethren 


(Paday] Tuty 6, 184% Putkuant t0 a this evening at the house of 


& Sisters assembled after prayer meeting, 3 $ 
Brother Ross when the committee made the following report: 
Bye-laws 

The first committee was composed of C. L. Ross, 
Crane. The report was unanimously adopted. 
The entire minutes, thus far were then read & approved, Mr. Wheeler 
then proceeded to read those letters which had been presented for union 
in the church viz. 

Constituent members 

Rev. O. C. Wheeler and Elizabeth H. Wheeler, from Jersey City, N. J. 
Charles L. Ross & Emily H. Ross from Laight St. N. Y. Lemuel P. Crane 
from Galway N. Y. Wm Lailie from Columbia S.C. The covenant of the 
church was then read, while all were standing. He then all knelt down & 
each one successively & vocally engaged in prayer & dedicated him & 
herself to God and the Church. After a brief address from the pastor, 
accompanied by the hand of fellowship to each one, the church 
adjourned. Signed, O.C.Wheeler 

Sunday, July 8 1849 

Public recognition: Agreeable to arrangement the pastor preached a 
sermon and adapted to the occasion of a public recognition of the 

church, from Luke 12:33, “Fear not little flock for it is your father’s good 
pleasure to give you the kingdom.” Rev. Charles W. Bradbury of Mass. 
Being providentially with us presented the hand of fellowship to the 
church, accompanied with an appropriate address. 
First communion Season 

At 4 o'clock P.M. the church met & for the first time, 
ordinance of the Lord’s supper. There were o 
Lord ministered his spiritual presence in our 
Signed, O.C. Wheeler 


B. G. Latimer & G. W. 


celebrated the 


nly eleven present, & the 
midst, 


= = = = S- =, == = = 


_ THE FIRST WEST COAST CHURCH BUILDING (7/11/99) — 


The excitement of organizing a church seems to create an energy that touches entire 
communities, Denominations understand this when they emphasize starting new churches as 
a way of enlar ging the kingdom. On July 6, 1849 Rev. Wheeler’s congregation voted to 
organize as the first Baptist church in California. On Sunday, July 8, they worshipped as the 


First Baptist Church of California. That afternoon Rev. Wheeler administered the first 
communion service of the new church. 


On Tuesday, J uly 10, he awoke with a new task at hand. His work of visiting, counseling and 
other ministerial duties were placed on hold as much as possible while he began to clear the 
lot for the new church building! Though no account can be found that tells of the events on 


Monday, July 9, there must have been great excitement as members of church received the 
land deed. 


Plans had already been made contingent upon the congregation agreeing to organize as a 
church. Mr. Ross had committed his resources to make sure there would be a building for the 
church once the decision was made. He would provide the lot which was located on the north 
side of Washington Street between Stockton & Grant Streets in the heart of what is now 
Chinatown. 


Though no records have been found about the transaction, most likely Mr. Ross had 
purchased the land some time after his arrival in San Francisco in 1847. At that time, lots were 
less than $100 each in the sleepy village by the bay. By July 1849 the price of property had sky 
rocketed to the point that a lot could easily sell for $10,000. 


One hundred fifty years ago, that Monday was different from most in San Francisco. That 
morning Mr. Ross and Rev. Wheeler walked to the real estate office to transfer the title to the 
newly organized First Baptist Church. Other charter members were probably there to witness 
the transfer and sign their names to the deed. The place of worship was becoming a reality. 


In less than five weeks, the lot would be cleared, the materials purchased and the building 
erected. In the midst of San Francisco's building boom, one more building was coming. This 
one would be the first Protestant church building in California. The dream was coming true - 
Baptist churches on the California mission field - the beginning of an era of growth of Baptist 
work along the length and breadth of California. l 
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BUSY AND IDLE HANDS (7/18/99) 


; ” “Idle hand 

An old saying goes “Time flies when you're having fun. Another set olay Fors s; ar H 
devil's workshop.” In July 1849, San Francisco found both extre ie anost every da N a 
Wheeler and members of the newly organized church were spena A ‘old bee yiight 
hour clearing the land and laying the foundation for the new edifice ome the 


first Protestant church building in California. 
worksite. Rev. Wheeler had spent many hours of 


land for the simple wooden structure. 
k must have brought a smile when he 


The lumber, nails and tools arrived at the 
labor on the Washington Street site preparing the 
Carpentry was not taught at seminary, but his wor. 
remembered our Lord was a carpenter. 


Mr. Charles Ross had seen to it that the church had land to build on. He also made sure the 
$6,000 cost of materials was met so they could begin building right away. Imagine the 
excitement of the church members when they were able go to the site to help pound nails, cut 
lumber and work together on such a magnificent project. But they weren’t alone in their 
construction. 


San Francisco was in every way a boomtown. The rhythmic rasp of saws cutting across the 
California redwood and pine, the pounding of hammers onto the nails, the symphony of 
construction was everywhere. The town was rushing to take on the semblance of acity. And 
with hundreds arriving every week, it would soon be just that. Work was easy to find if one 
was looking. 


But not everyone wanted to earn an honest day’s wage - even when the cost of labor was 
many times more than the few cents a day earned back East. While First Baptist members 
were joining in the thrilling work of erecting a building, the Hounds were idly considering 
their next attack. 


The Hounds were an early San Francisco gang that preyed on the unsuspecting. On July 10 
they made an infamous attack on Sydney Town just down the road from the church. While 
Pastor Wheeler and the church members rested from their hard day’s labor, the Hounds came 
out at night to create danger and havoc only a few steps from th Or, | l 

days of its creation, the building was in the midst of Ps Irom the new building. Even in the 


gang activity. Th inners 
of the Barbary Coast showed the need of the love and compassion of Christ inthe repel 


___ MINISTRY IN THE MIDST OF GROWTH (7/25/99) 


The first week of July 1849, the congregation that had gathered under Pastor O.C. Wheeler 
vores to o ganze as the first Baptist church in California. The second week in July 150 years 
nan congregation joined Rev. Wheeler in clearing the lot that had been generously donated 
y focal merchant, Mr. C. L. Ross. By the third week, the church joined excitedly as the 
foundation pilings were laid. The structure was beginning to take shape by the end of that 
week. The old adage, “Many hands make the work light” was proving true each day as the 


simple structure took on a familiar form. Soon, the church would gather in the first Protestant 
church building in California. 


Rev. Wheeler must have been looking forward to Wednesday prayer service on July 26. The 
church had much to rejoice about and praise the Lord for the things He was doing. Long days 
and hard labor would melt away when the Lord’s people gathered together to pray and praise 
His name. But that evening wouldn't be the one when praising the Lord would happen. 
Other priorities in the lives of San Franciscans took precedence that evening. 


Rev. Wheeler made the following entry in the Journal of Church Business: 


Wednesday eve. July 26 - Regular time for church meetings, but owing to the 
fact that the sailing of the Steamer with the mails, for the states was at hand, no 
one was present but Mr. Wheeler & his wife. O. C. Wheeler 


San Francisco is notorious for interruptions to God's people coming together. Of course 150 
years ago, the mail was probably more valid than the interruptions we face today. The 
steamer on which the Wheelers arrived was the first of three the Pacific Steamship Company 
had built to provide mail service once a month to the West Coast. The good citizens of San 
Francisco didn’t realize it, but the July 26 mail run would be the last time for THREE 
MONTHS that they would be able to send or receive news from family, friends and business 
partners. 


STATEHOOD AND GOVERNMENT CU) 


ers to San 
On July 27, 1849 the steamer California (the same ship that brought aAA ws to* 
Francisco) was ready to leave. But the convention that was deci ing important enough to 
government and the statehood questions was still meeting. This wa kin Po the new church 
delay her departure until the vote was taken. After a full day of worl B0 EE report which 
building and ministering to the needs of the community, Rev. Wheeler c 
was published in the New York Recorder on Sept. 19, 1849. 


San Francisco, Ai 1, 1849 
I have waited tl about 10 o'clock P.M. in order to give you the news to 
the latest moment. ‘The mail "closed" three hours since, and the steamer 
California is to be off in the morning. This has been our election day, in 
consequence of which the steamer remains until tomorrow. The election 
is of vast importance, as it not only fills the offices for a pr ovisional 
Government, but sends delegates to a Convention for the framing ofa 
State Constitution. And this, like everything else here, has exhibited a 
perfect mass of confusion. Four or five tickets have been run, and yet 
without any lines or party distinctions whatever. And yet all has passed 
off pleasantly, and free from the first semblance of arow. The 
canvassing is not yet completed, and we have no magnetic wires to bring 
us the news from other districts; hence I cannot tell you whether or not 
our delegation will interdict slavery in the Constitution, 
..-Building is an absorbing business at present, and yet rents are on the 
increase! As good a tenement as either of the four stories of your 
dwelling, would not remain a day unoccupied at $200 per month. 
Ground rent in any of the business portions of the town is higher than in 
Wall street or Broadway. This state of things must bring its 
consequences. Darkness follows the setting sun with no more certainty 
than ruin will such a state of things. 
Ships, of which the Atlantic is proud, are now lying useless upon the 
bosom of our harbor, and many of them without the shadow of a 
prospect of ever getting away. [Note: Vessels in San Francisco Bay were 
compelled to remain idle, because the crews had deserted to go to the 
mines.) 
Morally and religiously considered, this place is 
Multitudes of young men who bore with them hom Seine 
the fairest reputation and the fondest hopes, are here thrown into th mes 
whirlpool of confusion, this maelstrom of evil, to be heard fr into the 

. r om no more 
unless by some fortuitous chance, or Providential interf erence , 
Funerals of such young men are not infreque 7 


; ( r nt, some even r i 
give any information from which the residence of Parents or fen can 


, and 
joy at such an unexpected privilege. But to the inquiry "How did 
7 you 


enjoy the exercises?" the listener most likely replies, "Rising, sit! fifty per 
cent higher than the same rooms rented for last month." "Were you not 
interested in the church music?" "I am somewhat interested-that is, I 
have about a dozen lots; and, sir, eight of them are worth $20,000 each." 
Meet a religious (?) man, and invite him to the place of worship on the 
Sabbath, and ten to one he will forget himself and say, "Should be very 
happy to call upon you, sir, and will, if I have time; but I am so hurried! 
Ihave come here to make a fortune and go home, you know, as soon as 
possible." "But it was to church I invited you!" "O yes! I beg pardon, but l 
cannot give you much, I am poor -have just come out here to get a few 
thousands for the support of my family." 


People seemed to believe themselves busy then as today about things that are of less 
importance than their relationship with God. But then, some things never change! Rev. 
Wheeler persevered and continued to serve the Lord in this incredible place called San 
Francisco. 


THE FIRST BUILDING 8/899 0... 


From Rev. Wheeler's Notes: 


Sabbath August 5t ic) i 
Opened our new chapel 30x50 feet today. It has been iat in 25 
days. The expense temporarily borne by Br. C.L. Ross cles . 
assembled around the Lord’s table, 13 in number. O.C. 


From John Pope's History of FBC, 1874: 


On July 10th was commenced the erection of the first house of worship 
erected in this State as a Protestant church; it was built on the site of the 
present church edifice, thirty by fifty feet in dimensions, of Oregon 
scantling, rough siding, roof of ship's sails, walls and ceilings of cotton 
cloth. On August 2d it was completed at a cost of a little more than 
$6,000; this expense, as well as that of the lot, seventy-two by one 
hundred and thirty-seven and a half feet ($10,000), was sustained almost 
entirely by one person, C. L. Ross. At that time money was worth from 
four to ten per cent per month. 


As these accounts reveal, it wasn’t much to look; at but it was the first Protestant church 
building on the West Coast. First Baptist Church was only a few weeks old, and she was 
already making advances for the gospel. The building was a symbol that San Francisco was 
beginning to take on the semblance of civility. “One door down from Stockton Street on 
Washington Street” the humble beginnings of a grand church took shape. One hundred fifty 
years ago, the members of First Baptist Church walked into a place they could call their own: a 


place where God would bless because His people were doing what He called them to do - be 
His witnesses. 


FIVE CH URCHES FOR A BOOM TOWN (8/15/99) 


Writing about First Baptist Church of 150 years ago cannot be complete without mention of 
other churches that were established and erected in 1849. San Francisco has always been a 
plac e where no one evangelical church holds title, Though the Roman Catholic Church was 
resident for decades, other denominations were just gaining a foothold in this fertile field of 
ministry. Six pioneer missionaries held fast to God’s calling and remained in San Francisco 
during the turbulent boom days of 1849, Each experienced his own story of joy in seeing the 
first place of worship erected. In each case the Lord blessed the meeting places with a bounty 
of young, single men looking for a place where religion was practiced amid the disastrous way 
of life away from the church. One pioneer missionary, the first pastor of First Presbyterian 
Church, Rev. Albert Williams, writes of his first church meeting place: 


---I learned a large tent, which had been the marquee of a military 
company in Boston, the property of a disbanded mining association, was 
offered for sale. Consulting with the gentlemen of the congregation, I 
purchased it for the sum of two hundred dollars. Just at that time, I had 
bargained for a church site on the westside of Dupont street, between 
Pacific and Broadway streets. Upon that vacant lot, it was decided to 
"pitch" the Church Tent. Nearly the whole of Saturday, the 18th of 
August, was spent in its erection... The ground within the Tent, being 
level and dry, was covered with neat Chinese matting; and with the 
platform and desk transferred from the late Court room, and a reed 
organ, and chairs and benches liberally provided, a comfortable and 
even tasteful place of worship, with a capacity for about two hundred 
persons, which the Church could call its own, was in readiness for the 
interesting services, including the first communion, on the following 
day. When, on that bright Sunday morning of the 19th of August, the 
crowding congregation, for the first time, worshipped in the Church tent, 
no lofty cathedral, with nave, and aisles, and arches, and ornaments, 
could have yielded more real delight. It was as when the Royal Singer 
prepared a place for the ark of God, and pitched it for a tent, (I. Chron., 
15, 1.) And hearts were melted in melody of praise, and souls were lifted 
upward from the earthly tabernacle to the heavenly pattern. 


Rev. Samuel H. Willey was another Presbyterian missionary who had traveled with the 
Wheelers from New York to San Francisco. Rev. Willey ended his voyage at Monterey 
to begin a church there. In mid-August 1849, he rode his horse up the coast to visit the 
ministers of San Francisco. From his memoirs, Rev. Willey writes: 


I was the guest of Rev. T. Dwight Hunt. I met, also, Rev. Albert Williams, 
Rev. O. C. Wheeler, Rev. Flavel S. Mines, Rev. I. L. Ver Mehr; Rev. 
William Taylor of the Methodist church was not just then at home. 
These were all the ministers as yet in San Francisco, and their churches 
were in the upper part of town, mostly on or near Powell street. Rev, 
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d Trinity and Grace 
Messrs. Mines and Ver Mehr had comm i Hunt the Congregational, 


Episcopal] churches, respectively, Rev. A Baptist 

ker Me Wattsans the Presbyterian, and Rev. Mr. Wheeler the Bap 

church, 
First Baptist Church had set the stage for a place where people could come ramion God. 
By the middle of August 1849, Baptist, Presbyterian, Episcop “a Hhundsede would come 
churches were organized. Each house of God was filled on Sun yn eds would cor 
and worship the Lord on the Sabbath. Today, hundreds still atten and ys vices in t 
houses of the Lord. All of those houses are much warmer, more comfor a ie sg cantly 
sturdier than the hastily built wooden frame buildings like First Baptist or the used canvas 


tents of First Presbyterian and Grace Chapel. 


But despite the nicer places, thousands still refuse to come in, hesitating to cross the threshold. 
Sometimes they even call out against the work and the workers of the Lord ~ until they need 
Him. That’s why the ministers stay - that’s why they persevere. Tens of thousands of people 
in San Francisco need the Lord but won't come into the place of worship. But in their darkest 
hours, many will look to the Lord’s people for hope and consolation. That's the story of the 
Church in San Francisco. When God's people came to serve in His name, He strengthened 
them in their resolve to stay the course as they plowed the fields that were white for harvest. 


The simple wooden building that was the first Protestant building in California was occupied 
by the worshippers of First Baptist Church on August 5, 1849. The excitement of occupying 
that place of worship was tempered by the fact that many remained outside the walls. Each 
church tells of being packed to capacity and beyond, but none could forget there were many 
more who needed the life changing miracle of experiencing God. Just as they were outside the 
walls of the church, they were also outside the will of God. But He was providing places 
where they could return and be revived. 


____ FIRST IMPRESSIONS OF A BOOM TOWN (82299) 
From Daniel Knowers’ Journal: 


At the time of my arrival, on August 18, 1849, there were several 
hundreds of ships anchored in the bay deserted by their crews, who had 
gone to the mines. They could make more in one day there than their 
wages would amount to in a month on the vessel. 

In the city a large portion of its population were living in tents. There 
were not buildings enough. Vessels were constantly arriving loaded 
with people from all parts of the world. As my health permitted I 
investigated matters there. I took a walk out. I met what looked like a 
laboring man. I asked him how long he had been there? He said two 
months. I said to him: “And not gone up to the mines yet?" He said to 
me he was in no particular hurry. He said he had a row-boat and made 
$20 a day rowing passengers to and from the vessels (there was then no 
dock). He had his boy with him, who gathered mussels and sold them. 
Between the two they averaged $30 per day, which explained why he 
was in no hurry to go to the gold diggings. 

Lumber was bringing fabulous prices. It looked very favorable for my 
house ventures. Mr. G., the Englishman, had been very anxious to buy 
them. He had seen the specifications of the carpenter on the steamer 
coming up. On Saturday P.M. I called at this office. He asked me if I 
had made up my mind to sell him the houses. I said to him: "If I should 
put a price on them you would not take me up." He said "try me." I 
named a price. He said he would take them and go to my lawyer to 
draw up the contract. I said I would just as soon go to his (which was a 
fatal mistake). I knew his was a State senator from Florida, and had 
come up on the steamer with us. We found the lawyer in his office, and 
he commenced drawing up the contract. I made my statement that I sold 
the houses from my carpenter's specifications (not from any 
representations I made myself), and from the bills of lading and from my 
insurance policy, which ranked the ship Prince de Joinville, formerly a 
Havre packet, classed A, No. I. He was to deposit bills of lading of the 
ship St. George from Liverpool, consigned to him, in value to the amount 
of $50,000, with a third party, as collateral security, that on the arrival of 
the Prince de Joinville, and the delivery of the houses, he was to pay me 
the sum agreed upon. 

The lawyer, after writing a little, complained of a headache, and asked if 
it made any difference if he put it off until Monday morning. I said, Mr. 
G. had been very anxious to buy the houses, and I had not cared about 
selling them to arrive, preferring to take my chances when the vessel got 
here, but since I had consented to sell them, I preferred to have it on the 
solid. J said, I supposed the transaction was not of great importance to 
Mr. G, but I had all that I was worth in the world at stake on the 
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venture, and would prefer to have it closed now. He commenced 
writing, and again complained of the headache. J then consented to put 
it off until Monday morning at 10 o'clock. We both pledged our honor to 
meet there at that time and consummate it. I was there on Monday , 
morning at the time designated, Mr. G. came in at 11 o'clock and said he 
had changed his mind and would not take the houses. I said all right, 
but his word of pledge of honor would have no value with me hereafter. 
I would have made $18,000 profit, but I was selling them a good deal less 
than they would have brought if they had been there. Lumber was 
selling high as from three to four hundred dollars per thousand feetin 
San Francisco at that time. But I was making certain of a good profit and 
running no risk of what might happen in the future. 

I had another offer of a number of lots on Stockton street, the next street 
above the plaza in the heart of the city, for six of the smaller ones, which, 
if I had consummated, would have made my fortune. “There is a tide in 
the affairs men, which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; Omitted, 
all the voyage of their life Is bound in shallows and in Miseries.” 
(Shakespeare, Julius Caeser, Act IV, scene 3, line 217) 
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___ ONE CHURCH, ONE CITY: LIVING TOGETHER (8/29/99) 


It's temp ting to think only of the church and the activities she creates. The events and 
activities of the community in which believers live affect their lives and the life of the 


congregation. The end of August in 1849 was filled with community activity that would 
dramatically affect the life of First Baptist Church. 


San Francisco was beginning to take on the appearance of a city in a new state. On September 
1, 1849, the California Constitutional Convention opened in Colton Hall in Monterey. Law 
and order were just around the corner. For two weeks delegates hammered out a preliminary 
state constitution to prepare the way for statehood. Eight of the delegates were from San 
Francisco. Soon (on October 13), the state constitution would be adopted and Alta California 


would be no more - the State of California would petition for entrance into the United States 
of America. 


Not only was San Francisco growing, but California was now conceived and in her embryonic 
stage. The work of the church certainly continued in the midst of all the change. Under Rev. 
Wheeler’s leadership, First Baptist Church was building a good reputation in the city and the 
territory. The American Baptist Home Mission Society published Rev. Wheeler’s second 
quarterly report in the Home Mission Record: 


San Francisco, Sept. 1, 1849 

In this, my second quarterly report, I am permitted to say that the 
amount of labor usual among ministers in preaching, attending prayer 
meetings, lecturing and making pastoral visits, has been performed, and 
in addition to it, we have organized a church and formed a Sabbath 
school of 30 scholars and 7 teachers, with a library of 300 volumes. We 
have also a Bible class of 13 pupils, a regularly established prayer 
meeting weekly, and also a monthly concert of prayer. Besides this, our 
church and its friends, have built a place of worship 30 by 50 feet, 
capable of seating 340 persons, which is well filled on the Sabbath with a 
very intelligent, enterprising and sagacious class of men. When in 
connexion with this I allude to numerous visits among the sick, and 
burials of the dead, and time occupied in administering to the wants of 
the needy and distressed, including journeys on horseback to the extent 
of three or four hundred miles, you will see that I must have been busy 
in my field. 

But why will not some good, self-sacrificing ministers of Christ come to 
my relief? Here I am in the midst of a population of upwards of 70,000 
Americans, increasing at the rate of 1000 per week-a population that 
must reach 100,000 ere the close of the year 1849, and not a single Baptist 
minister besides myself, given wholly to the work of the ministry! When 
the last steamer anchored in the harbour I hastened on board hoping to 
greet Bro. O*, whom I had been expecting, but he was not on board, and 
your letter by her informs me he will not probably come. ... 
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Nothing need be apprehended of any belligerent movement on d we feel 
foreigners in this region. Things have settled down ing , r eople in the 
as safe here as, we should in New York. It is impossible hin P A Pre 
Atlantic States to understand and appreciate the state of t ve benefit of 
Great things should be attempted for the moral and religio 
this people and that immediately. 


(‘Apparently the first appointment to California noted in the Minutes £ the American Ba ptist 
Home Mission Society after Wheeler is that of Rev. H. W. Read, under date o Fel - 1, 1849. He 
found such need in New Mexico that he secured the consent of the Society to remaining 
there. Apparently the man here referred to by Wheeler was one ofa large number o ministers 
approached with a view to appointment to California who declined. His name was J. W. 
Osborn.) 


Not only was the community of San Francisco affecting the life of the church, but, from 

Rev. Wheeler’s report, the church was beginning to affect the community. Jesus spoke of us 
being in the world, not of it, At the end of August, 150 years ago, His people were making 
their imprint in this pioneer city. Today First Baptist Church has a city surrounding her that 
needs a moral and godly guide. Other churches may have neglected the word of the Lord and 
have become more like the world in their efforts to become a part of it. But FBC has struggled 
to stay apart from the temptations that face us - temptations that aren’t much different from 
those of 150 years ago. With the Lord’s leading, we can still be the salt of the earth and a light 
unto the world. 


Some ask, “Was early San Francisco really as bad as has been reported?” Surely it couldn't 
have been so depraved. But from the testimony of a wide range of people, from the 
professional reporters to semi-literate letter writers, the San Francisco in 1849 was a lawless, 
dirty boom-town filled with greed, lust, gambling, usury and other forms of evil such as has 
been known to man. By the end of August 1849, Rev. Wheeler and the four semi-permanent 
churches that had organized in those first seven months of ‘49 had their hands full with 
ministry. 


Every Sunday around the 11 o'clock hour, the houses of worship were full and in most cases 
over-flowing. What would bring people into God’s house in the midst of such a depraved 
environment? Despite the fact that sin abounded, God's grace and His Spirit were there. Rev. 
Wheeler and his wife, Elizabeth left a blessed pastorate at the First Baptist Church of Jersey 
City to forge into this exploding pioneer mission field because they sensed God's call to serve 
Him there. Likewise, good men and women, though seemingly few in San Francisco at that 
time, were glad to have a minister whose eyes were not blinded by the shine of the gold that 
stained the souls of the fortune seekers arriving daily. Together the minister and cgo b 
forged a new path for tens of thousands who arrived looking for a fortun da a ted 
destitute and broken because of the false hope that such a search brings Rev Wheeler 
more than one occasion, remarked how difficult it was for a man tos p ev. eeler, on 
lump of gold. ee eternity through a 


48 


E E EE EnEn EʻEME Em M “A 


The church stood as the gathering place for men to touch the familiarity of home. Men from 
all walks of life came into the churches to feel the presence of the Lord. They came despite all 
the distractions of the city. They came because they needed a word from God. Rev. Wheeler, 
an effective preacher and speaker, provided that need. The church also provided the friendly 
family environment that young men crave. They had left family and friends behind in their 
search for gold but found they needed more than that. They needed a place familiar, if not 


Prd where they could assure themselves that their loved ones were under the care of our 
ord. 


Also, perhaps more than they were willing to admit, they needed the moral guidance of the 
church. San Francisco in 1849 was literally lawless. It had yet to be recognized as a territorial 
government (the vote to implement such a government was approved by the people in the first 
week of August). The only order in the land was what the military would instill. The church, 
when it is carrying out her ordained duty, provides the light in the darkness of people’s lives 
by expressing and giving a pattern for living from God’s word. 


Men also came to church with a hope that their current situation was only temporary or at 
least transient. Though no great revival seemed apparent, the presence of the church in the 
middle of the debauchery provided an anchor for many to hold on to in the turbulent year of 
1849. The church became the anchor to men whose lives were adrift in the temptations and 
disappointments that San Francisco gave to them. 


Though the boom town days have passed, San Francisco is still a town filled with every kind 
of evil known to man. Some have reported that there is nothing one cannot find in San 
Francisco if you look hard enough. Despite the presence of ungodliness, the church remains an 
important part of the life of San Francisco. She continues to be the place where a word from 
God can be heard. She still is a place where godly people can influence the communities in 
which they live. The church remains the anchor upon which lives battered and bruised can 
find the salve of God’s people to bind their wounds and offer kind words of assurance that 
they can return to a relationship with God and their families. The pioneer mission of First 
Baptist Church has not changed a lot in the 150 years since her formation. In this place hurting 
young people - tossed about in a city filled with sin - can find solace and consolation from 
God’s people at FBC. 


What was San Francisco like in September 150 years ago? Life in the City seems always to 
have been especially busy. Bayard Taylor was a well-established writer when he traveled to 
California as special correspondent for the New York Tribune in the summer of 1849. Read his 
words as he reports on “SAN FRANCISCO BY DAY AND NIGHT.” 


A better idea of San Francisco, in the beginning of September, 1849, 
cannot be given than by the description of a single day. Supposing the 
visitor to have been long enough in the place to sleep on a hard plank 
and in spite of the attacks of innumerable fleas, he will be awakened at 
daylight by the noises of building, with which the hills are all alive. The 
air is temperate, and the invariable morning fog is just beginning to 
gather. By sunrise, which gleams hazily over the Coast Mountains 
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across the Bay, the whole populace is up and at work. The wooden k 
buildings unlock their doors, the canvas houses and tents throw ach o 
their front curtains; the lighters on the water are warped out from s ip 
ship; carts and porters are busy along the beach. The temperature is so 
fresh as to inspire an active habit of body, and even without the stimulus 
of trade and speculation there would be few skuggards at this season. 


As early as half-past six the bells begin to sound to breakfast, and for an 
hour thenceforth, their incessant clang and the braying of immense 
gongs drown all the hammers that are busy on a hundred roofs, The 
hotels, restaurants and refectories of all kinds are already as numerous as 
gaming-tables, and equally various in kind. The tables of the first class, 
(which charge $2 and upwards the meal,) are abundantly supplied. 
There are others, with more simple and solid fare, frequented by the 
large class who have their fortunes yet to make. At the United States and 
California restaurants, on the plaza, you may get an excellent beefsteak, 
scantily garnished with potatoes, and a cup of good coffee or chocolate, 
for $1. Fresh beef, bread, potatoes, and all provisions which will bear 
importation, are plenty; but milk, fruit and vegetables are classed as 
luxuries, and fresh butter is rarely heard of, On Montgomery street, and 
the vacant space fronting the water, venders of coffee, cakes and 
sweetmeats have erected their stands, in order to tempt the appetite of 
sailors just arrived in port, or miners coming down from the mountains. 


By nine o'clock the town is in the full flow of business... The variety of 
characters and costumes is remarkable. Our own countrymen seem to 
lose their local peculiarities in such a crowd, and it is by chance epithets 
rather than by manner, that the New Yorker is distinguished from the 
Kentuckian, the Carolinian from the Down-Easter, the Virginian from 
the Texan. The German and Frenchman are more easily recognized. 
Peruvians and Chileans go by in their brown ponchos, and the sober 
Chinese, cool and impassive in the midst of excitement, look out of the 


oblique corners of their long eyes at the bustle, but are never tempted to 
venture from their own line of business... 


The day advances. The mist which after sunrise hung low and heavy for 
an hour or two, has risen above the hills, and there will be two hours of 
pleasant sunshine before the wind sets in from the sea. The crowd in the 
streets is now wholly alive. Men dart hither and thither, as if possessed 
with a never-resting spirit. It is impossible to witness this excess and 
dissipation of business, without feeling something of its influence. The 


very air is pregnant with the magnetism of bold, spirited, unwearied 
action. 


About twelve o'clock, a wind begins to blow from the north- 


sweeping with most violence through a gap between the west, 


hills, opening 
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pai the Golden Gate. The bells and gongs begin to sound for 
| pe oe these two causes tend to lessen the crowd in the streets for 
tour or two. Two o'clock is the usual dinner-time for business men, 


but some of the old and successful merchants have adopted the 
| fashionable hour of five. 


| an matter of dining, the tastes of all nations can be gratified here. 
ere are French restaurants on the plaza and on Dupont street; an 
extensive German establishment on Pacific street; the Fonda Peruana; the 


| Italian Confectionery; and three Chinese houses, denoted by their long 
three-cornered flags of yellow silk. The latter are much frequented by 
| Americans, on account of their excellent cookery, and the fact that meals 


are $1 each, without regard to quantity, Kong-Sung's house is near the 
water; Whang-Tong's in Sacramento Street, and Tong-Ling's in Jackson 
i street. There the grave Celestials serve up their chow-chow and curry, 


besides many genuine English dishes; their tea and coffee cannot be 
surpassed, 


The afternoon is less noisy and active than the forenoon. Merchants 
keep within-doors, and the gambling-rooms are crowded with persons 
| who step in to escape the wind and dust. The sky takes a cold gray cast, 
and the hills over the bay are barely visible in the dense, dusty air. 
l Towards sunset, the plaza is nearly deserted; the wind is merciless in its 
force, and a heavy overcoat is not found unpleasantly warm. As it grows 
dark, there is a lull, though occasional gusts blow down the hill and 
carry the dust of the city out among the shipping. 


The appearance of San Francisco at night, from the water, is unlike 
anything I ever beheld. The houses are mostly of canvas, which is made 
transparent by the lamps within, and transforms them, in the darkness, 
to dwellings of solid light. Seated on the slopes of its three hills, the tents 
pitched among the chaparral to the very summits, it gleams like an 
amphitheater of fire. Here and there shine out brilliant points, from the 
decoy-lamps of the gaming-houses; and through the indistinct murmur 
of the streets comes by fits the sound of music from their hot and 
crowded precincts. The picture has in it something unreal and fantastic; 
it impresses one like the cities of the magic lantern, which a motion of 
the hand can build or annihilate. 


The faces have changed, but the City by the Bay hasn't. People from around the world still see 
San Francisco as a virtual jewel by the sea. And because of this, she remains a field open to the 
gospel even to the uttermost parts. 
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THE BIRTH OF A STATE (9/12/99) 


By mid-September San Francisco was electric with anticipation. Since the Constitutional 
Convention had convened, a new excitement was in the air. Questions arose about critical 
issues confronting the new territory. Would freedom rise over slavery? What form of 
government would be the people be under? How would foreigners be considered? Many 
questions and issues were discussed in the early meetings of the gathering. 


Rev. Samuel Willey, a fellow missionary who had traveled with the Wheelers from New York, 
established his first ministry field in Monterey. Wheeler had assisted him in their first worship 
service when they stopped there to gather wood for their ship. Rev. Willey, a new school 
Presbyterian, found himself in the middle of the Convention both literally and figuratively. 

He had established an elementary school in Colton Hall almost immediately upon his arrival. 
On September 1 the Convention had need of the hall which caused him to vacate. But he was 
called upon to serve as Chaplain of the Convention and thus was able to view California 
history in the making. He writes: 


There was but one thing they could do, and that was to organize for 
themselves a State government. The Governor, Gen. Bennett Riley, and 
his Secretary of State, Capt. H. W. Halleck, took this view of the matter, 
and without any other authority than the necessity of the case, and the 
common consent, they called the convention. 


The great, overshadowing, determining question at the outset was: Shall 
the State be a free State, or a slave State? The preponderance of 
sentiment in favor of a free State was so great that it was one of the 
earliest matters determined; and it was settled almost without debate, 
and with not a vote recorded against freedom. 


It was a good Providence that brought on the determining of that 
question then, and fixed it as a fundamental principle of our organic law, 
not to be changed by any chance majorities of the hour. Because, when 
the great reactionary effort at the East, after the death of President 
Taylor, set the great political current to flowing in the opposite direction, 
we felt it here. It almost took us off our feet, Constitution and all, 
Federal officers and State officers were carried away by it, and joined 
together to find some way to reverse that great decision. If it had not 
been for the bulwark of that Constitution, I think that that conspiracy 
against freedom would have been successful, in Spite of all that could 
have been done to hinder it. It is another of those many instances in 
which California has been saved, but by the narrowest escape! 


To my mind, the seventh of July, 1846, and the tenth of September, 1849 
are the two most important days that have ever been seen on this coast. ‘ 
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The former, on account of the raising of the United States flag, and the 

latter for determining that that flag shall here wave only over freedom. 
Those days were tense with such important changes. Seven delegates from San Francisco 
carried the news back from Monterey. The stage was set. God’s way had prevailed. Slavery 
would not darken the skies over California. In a matter of months, the Territorial Government 
would be voted in as a state. Though not directly responsible for the vote, the church and her 
ministers had done their job well. California was in a moral and ethical tailspin. Without the 
influence of Christian leaders and clergy who had built a solid reputation as upstanding men 
of integrity, the votes for freedom would have waned. The church was being the salt of the 
earth in many ways. Leaders would look more often to pastors and church leaders as the days 
passed. They would become the moral guides for stability in the city and territory. 


First Baptist Church is no stranger to influencing her community. From the very beginning, 
Rev. Wheeler and the people he shepherded would be looked upon as counselors and 
advisors. Some, such as Mr. Ross, would eventually become government leaders as San 
Francisco grew. Throughout the years, FBC has continued to present a Christian voice to local, 
state and national politics. FBC members continue to write congressional leaders in matters of 
morality and ethics. In 150 years little has changed in the church’s involvement with her 


community. The community has certainly changed in its willingness to listen to the voice of 
the church. But that is another story! 


Rev. Wheeler had worked hard as pastor of the church. During the first six months, behead 
spent long days of ministering to the troubled souls suffering In the bec nk the Lord’s 

gold rush fever. Long hours were given in meeting with leaders listening be ts from bein: 
leading. More hours were spent preparing messages that would move me a 5 tion t te 
fired by the lust for gold to burning with the love of God. His dedication an evotion to the 
work of the church was being blessed as First Baptist Church came into her own. 


Brother Wheeler's first 25 weeks on the field had accomplished much in the Lord’s name. The 
church was formalized with six charter members and placed in order with a constitution and 
bylaws. People were waiting patiently for their letters from their home churches back East to 
arrive so they could formally become members of the new congregation. The building was 
erected and promptly filled with hundreds of worshippers. 


The first Sunday of September marked another blessing. Rev. John and Agnes Cook and John 
and Melvina Pope presented their letters of commendation and were heartily welcomed into 
the membership of the congregation. Now the “official” church membership was at 10. When 
the Popes and Cooks joined the church, there must have been a sense of joy in Rev. 
Wheeler's heart. Everything else was in place; now people had sensed God’s calling to place 
their lives into the life of FBC. 


On September 2, in the evening, the new members were received and the Lord’s Supper was 
served. Mr. and Mrs. Pope were there (the Cooks were absent). The elements were given to 40 
communicants that evening. Exhilaration was felt as the cup was passed to the new members. 
A shepherd and his sheep rejoice when the flock is enlarged. First Baptist was growing. With 
the coming of these first new members a new excitement filled the air. 


It is exciting to be in a place where hundreds of people are gathered to worship the Lord. 
Singing praises to Him, hearing prayers of intercession and peace and listening to the Word of 
God preached moves people closer to God. But there is nothing more exhilarating to a 
congregation that to see the fellowship grow. Though First Baptist attendance ran more than 
300 in Sunday worship, less than a dozen had chosen to commit themselves to the life of the 
church, A few others were faithful to serve. 


A church is a body of born again believers who have joined together i : 

other and with God to ensure that the gospel is taken to the comm nity ond an with each 
People making that step forward to join the First Baptist Church 5 
the fires of revival to begin to bum. The crowds continued to com b 

could rightly be called the members of First Baptist Church were re, ut now, the few who 


Jevel of commitment. 


end a spark that can cause 


eady to move to the next 
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unity and around the world. 


_ABAPTIST COMMITTEE (9/2699) 


By the end of September 1849, Rev. Wheeler, Mr. Ross and new member John Pope realized there was a need to insure 
that the affairs of the church would be properly handled. Rev. Wheeler could not shoulder the burden alone. The 


temporal affairs of the church were for the members to carry. Rev. Wheeler must continue to minister the Word and 
Work of the Lord. 0 any. Rev. Wi we 


Like the early apostles, who recognized that godly administration is necessary to ensure the entire 
community of faith is fairly and properly served, First Baptist members met to discuss how such 
issues would be handled. On September 26, 1849 such a meeting was called. The church minutes 
give some details of what transpired that evening: 


September 26, 1849 


A meeting opened with singing & prayers by the Pastor. Pastor in the chair. For 
the edification of several brethren who were strangers, the minutes of all the 
preceding meetings were read. 


Only four membersof the dturchpresent. Voted to invite visiting brethren toa seat with usin our 
deliberations. After a free conference it was: 


Resolved to appoint a committee of five of which the pastor should be chairman, to 
prepar a constitution for a Baptist Society. 

Committee to prepare constitution for Bap. Society 

O.C. Wheeler C. L. Ross 

B. F. Edwards Wm. Armfield John F. Pope 


It being presumed that the contemplated society would transact much of the 
financial business of the church, farther action was waived & the meeting 
Adjourned. Prayer by br. Edwards. 


Like most good Baptists of that day they formed a committee. It was to consider the formation of a 
“Baptist Society” which would oversee the temporal affairs of the church. Since the church was only 
three months old and had only a one room building, there were not many temporal affairs to consider 


except for finances. 


The gold rush was making many people wealthy. Some of the young men who would visit one 
Sunday would be off to the gold fields the next. On their return, if successful, they would share their 
wealth with the church. Mr. George Inwood, a young English miner is an example of one who did 
just that. He was in the early meetings after the Wheelers arrived in San Francisco. He left for the 
diggings in mid-April. While away, he sent $800 to the church to be applied toward the construction 
of the church building. When he returned in July, the church was already in the midst of building. 
Seeing how the work had progressed, he gave $2,000 and advanced a $3,000 loan to the work. Such 
generosity from many created the needs that the Society would address. In the months ahead, the 
Baptist Society that was eventually formed would assume the full cost of the pastor’s salary, among 
other things. 

Structure and order was being laid as the church grew. Those like Brothers Ross and Edwards who 
had waited so long for a church of like faith and order to arrive were able to see the vision come to 
pass, In the three months since the vote to forma church was taken in his home, Brother Ross was 
now on the Committee that would oversee the growth of the church. Dreams do come true for those 
who put their faith and hope in the Lord and patiently wait on Him. 
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ANON-NEWS WEEK (10/3199) _ 


The historical record is mostly silent for the first week of October 1849. But that doesn t mean the time 
was quiet. Indeed, there were still the flurry of activity and ground breaking even S Pr 13l 
Constitutional Convention was in its last few days of deliberation at Monterey. On e o P » tat 
delegates would conclude the convention with a clear decision to apply for statehood as a free state. 


San Francisco was still just as rowdy as before. More boats were arriving every day. The pay was 
filling with abandoned boats. Photos of those days exhibit boats side by side listing from lack o 
maintenance. By October many immigrants were arriving on the wagon trains. The new city was a 
magnet for people of all countries. With so many coming, the sounds of construction were growing 
louder as more hammers and saws were put into use. Some interest was given to the new “iron 
houses” that were arriving by ship. Sort of a “house in a box”, these catalog items were supposed to be 
a revolution in house building. As it turned out, they were “ovens on sunny days” and “iceboxes at 
night” - not to mention the rusting they were so prone to in the damp San Francisco climate! 


Along with the growing population came a growing church. Very few had chosen to formally 
associate with First Baptist Church but every Sunday moming the church building was filled during 
worship services. Church seems to have been an excellent activity for “decent” folks. Work at the 
church was becoming so busy that someone was needed to see that the affairs of the church were 
properly attended. Rev. Wheeler had his hands full with the work of the ministry. In a late October 
journal entry he wrote of a typical Sunday, “This has been a day of arduous work. Sabbath School in 
the morning, two regular services, two funerals, Lord's supper and prayer meeting; but O, how 
glorious the work! How inspiring the results promised by Him whose work it is.” Many of his days 
were thus given to the work - never enough time to attend to the temporal affairs of the new 
congregation. . 
As a result of that need, a committee was formed late in September that would investigate and 
recommend the formation of a Baptist Society. At the October 24 business meeting, they recommended 
a Society be “organized to take charge of all the temporal and financial affairs. The names of the 
trustees are as follows: Moses G. Leonard, who was elected President; R. H. Taylor, who afterward 
removed to Marysville and edited a paper; John F. Pope, George Inwood; B.F. Edwards, who returned 
to St, Louis; Charles L. Ross. The society now assumed the support of the pastor, and so notified the 


Home Mission Board.” In their exuberance, they recommended an annual salary for R 
$10,000! Such were the days of gold! ary for Rev. Wheeler of 


Unknown to the church was more good news. A man by the name of Tho 
County, Pennsylvania, would soon be arriving from Norfolk, Virginia on the bie am, of Accomac 
sailed for San Francisco on March of 1849, On that voyage he accepted the Lord Jesus as his Savi 

One of the first tasks he had set for himself upon arriving at San Francisco was to be baptized ne 
chose to go to the First Baptist Church where he talked with Pastor Wheeler and the chen, . e l 
Colonel Kellam, having accepted the gift of life through Jesus Christ, became the first menh TS. 
baptized “in the Bible mode” on the West Coast. person to 


The first week of October 1849, may not have many recorded events, but it į 

, Dut it : 
uneventful. The Lord was at work in the life of His church, the City was oaas that the time was not 
territory was anticipating its step into statehood. In retrospect, it is easy to see ho ac vity and the 
coming together for something wonderful to happen. w everything was 
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RELIGIOUS CONDITIONS IMPROVING (10/1099 


San Francisco, Oct. 10, 1849 
Metin z ie s was predicted by so many when we left New York, and has been 
followed any since, in a barbarous land. Great numbers of those who have 
ae us, and now surround us, are well worthy of a pilgrim ancestry. It is 
Tue that our town, and all other towns in the State, harbor a host of gamblers 
and other worthless characters, who own and occupy some of the best and 
most prominent locations in the city; but I only speak what I see, when I say 
that they are already seeking more retired places for their unhallowed pursuits. 
They may not be decreasing in numbers; it is possible, indeed, that they 
increase; but the religious influence of the place compels them to retreat from 
public observation. There is so much regard for the Lord's day, and for the 
ordinances of His house, that every place of worship in town is well filled; and 


if we had that large church edifice now completed, which we have requested, it 
would be crowded... 


During the last month the arrivals here from the sea and overland routes have 
produced a very confused state of things among us. It is next to impossible for 
me to study between 9 o'clock A.M. and 8 o'clock P.M., unless I refuse to see 
those to whom you and a hundred other brethren have given letters of 
introduction to me. I cannot say to the stranger in a strange land, thousands of 
miles from his home knowing no one in whom he can confide -disappointed 
and broken in spirits from a seven, instead of a four months voyage - enfeebled 
with disease, and disappointed in every thing, "I cannot spare time to see 
you." No! while my strength lasts, I must... not only say but show him that Iam 
his "neighbor," his "friend," his "brother." If, therefore, my letters exhibit the 
haste of crowded time, or the languor of midnight exhaustion, you will 
perceive that present oppressive duties forbid my doing better. My labors are 
arduous - my duties constant, and my responsibilities cumulative beyond 
description. But the Divine promise, "As thy day is, so shall thy strength be," is 
true.... Our chapel is crowded, and a more attentive, interesting and intelligent 
audience was probably never addressed by mortal man. Do any of our friends 
at home fear to come to California on account of the rudeness and unformed 
state of society, let them consider that there are now here more than half a score 
of faithful ministers, laboring with more success than has been the lot of men to 
enjoy in any new country of which history informs us, Although California 
needs good families more than any other one thing, yet our female society is of 
the highest order for both piety and intelligence, and is almost daily increasing 
in numbers.... 


It is a strange calling ~ this work called “ministry.” A minister by definition is a servant. From Rev. 
Wheeler's reports, it is obvious that San Francisco needed what he was able to provide ~ a servant's 
heart. And he was blessed with men and women who felt the same calling to serve the Lord in His 
strength. The city is filled with people in need, whether 150 years ago or today. Ministering to 
discouraged, despondent, destitute gold seekers is work for the strong of faith such as Rev. Wheeler 


whose commitment was to the Lord and His church. That faith, exhibited in the people of the church 


through the decades, has been what defines the First Baptist Church. As the new millenium 
approaches and if the Lord tarries a bit more, let us mark our days with the same devotion, piety and 
PP. e community of faith and to those who need the assurance that the Lord is near, 
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life giving hope to th 


THE FIRST WEST COAST BAPTISM (10/17/99) Co 


This often results in many baptisms 


i i i ite evangelistic. 
Baptists have a reputation for being quite evang snot so obvious 150 years ago, 


following professions of faith. But this characteristic wa 
Thousands had come to the Golden Shore; few could look past the glitter of gold to See e 
Savior. But there was one man, on his journey to the gold country, who saw bey an thea Pp 
of gold and found the sweet comfort of a golden future in Christ. He looked beyon e dusty 
trails leading to the “diggin’s” and saw the streets paved with gold. Rev. Wheeler od 
remembered the first baptism “in the Bible mode” on the Pacific Coast. In his address to the 
California Baptist Historical Society, he presented the following account: 


OUR FIRST BAPTISM 
The first candidate for baptism in our work in this mission was Col. 
Thomas H. Kellam, of Accomac county, Pa. He sailed from Norfolk, in 
the brig Mariana, in March of 1849, for San Francisco, where he arrived 
after a voyage of some six months. On October 25, 1849, he wrote an 
intimate friend in Northamton, Va., who furnished a copy of the letter to 
the Religious Herald of Richmond, which published it, with the 
following prefatory remark: 


“Fortunate has it been for Col. Kellam if, while in pursuit of the shining 
dust of earth, he has found the gold tried in the fire, the pearl of great 
price. We trust that the perils and dangers of the great deep had the 
effect to show him his need of a Savior, and his journey into the strange 
land, like the prodigal, led him to seek his Heavenly Father.” The letter is 
as follows: 


SAN FRANCISCO, Oct. 25, 1849, 

“Dear George: - Agreeably to my promise, I now proceed to inform you 
of my safe arrival in this place, and the dealings of a kind Providence 
toward me. It is my privilege to communicate intelligence that will be 
pleasing to you and to all my friends who love the Savior. I now thank 
my Heavenly Father I am able to inform you I have found peace in Jesus, 
and have all confidence in Him, that He is able to save me. I bless His 
name, that in mercy He has sent me to this place, and made me willing to 
love and obey Him. On last Sunday, Oct. 215, I was baptized by Elder 
Wheeler, in the bay of San Francisco, being the first baptized on this side 
the Pacific. I felt thankful that I was permitted to own my Lord in His 
ordinance, and be buried with my Blessed Redeemer in baptism.” 


Thus much of his letter is given, that readers may know, in his own 


language, something of the character of the man and th 
his conversion. e thoroughness of 


Upon his arrival in San Francisco, he made it his first business to find the 
nussionary and make known to him something of the great change he 
had undergone, and to ask for baptism and membership with the 
church, He had been, well and religiously educated, and was familiar 
with the doctrinal views held by the various denominations of 
Christians, and was himself thoroughly a Baptist. At an appointed time 
he came before the church, related his experience, and was with entire 
unanimity and with deepest interest elected as a candidate for baptism 
and membership in the church. On the following Sabbath morning - it 
was the 215 of October, 1849, one of those lovely mornings that 
characterize San Francisco climate in autumn; clear, still, warm and 
cheerful to the fullest extent, we assembled at our humble sanctuary, on 
the north side of Washington street, one door east of Stockton. 


Some may consider the joy of Col. Kellam’s salvation a sign from the Lord. Others may simply 
praise Him for His ever vigilant watch over His people. Whatever the reason, the first baptism 
was a sight to behold. A great host of people made the solemn march down Stockton Street to 
the sandy North Beach where the Colonel was baptized under the watchful eye of the town. 
The story which was set on that day has been played again and again in the waters of the bay 
and the baptistery of the Lord’s house at First Baptist Church of San Francisco. 


3 From F early Baptist History in California prepared ab the requrst of Califoruin Buptist Histuricul Saseiy 1888 Ani read bene the Society at 
Prom 
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MARCH FOR JESUS 1849 10/2499) 


Colonel Thomas Kellam had accepted the Lord while on his six month journey to San Francisco. While on 
board ship he felt the draw of the Lord and received Him as Savior. Almost immediately upon landing at San 
Francisco, Col. Kellam visited Rev. Wheeler on Friday, October 19, 1849 to request that he be baptized. With 
rejoicing and due process, Brothers Appleton, Raymond and Pope were appointed as a committee to confer 
with CoL Kellam regarding his experience. By their recommendation, the church agreed to hold the first 
baptism “in the Bible mode” on the Sabbath following, October 21, in the waters off North Beach. The 
following is Rev. Wheeler’s account of that baptism. 


OUR FIRST BAPTISM.(Continued) 
... We had such a congregation as perhaps never assembled at any other 
time or place. The other churches in the city suspended their morning 
service. Their pastors with their officers and the body of their 
congregations were present and joined in the procession. The mayor and 
other municipal officers of the city, and several of the officers of the 
State, and officials of the general Government, resident on the coast or 
here temporarily on business, also Commodore Jones, commanding the 
Pacific squad U. S. N., and his naval staff, together with a large number 
of marines, all in full uniform, the chiefs of the medical staff of the Pacific 
division of both the army and navy, with their assistants, swelled our 
numbers and officially gave endorsement to our proceedings, We also 
had ,with us Dr. Judd, prime minister of the Hawaiian kingdom, then on 
his way as “Minister Plenipotentiary and Envoy Extraordinary” to the 
United States, England and France, ‘having with him the heir-apparent 
and his cousin, who under Dr. Judd were receiving their royal education, 
and each of them afterward became king, preceding the present ruler of 
the nation. We had also with us large numbers of visitors from nearly 
every civilized nation on earth, who had been drawn here by the gold 
excitement, and hundreds of the citizens of San Francisco. 


We formed with due deference to the rank and standing of our guests, 
and marched down Stockton street to Union, to Powell, to North Beach, 
where the water was shallow with sandy bottom. There was no wind 
that morning, and the water was clear and calm as a pond in the country. 
The whole train, from the church to the beach (about three quarters of a 
mile}, marched with all the decorum and precision you would expect to 
see in a platoon of the regular army or navy on dress parade. At the 
water each department of the long and numerous procession took its 
assigned position in silence. and gave to all the exercises the most 
undivided attention. Rev. S. H. Willey, of the Presbyterian mission at 
Monterey, who had been a fellow passenger with me from New York to 
that place, was on my left and, at my request, read portions of Scripture 
and announced the hymn. He was deeply moved, having never before 
witnessed the ordinance of baptism in the Bible mode, though born, 
reared and educated in New England and New York. Rev, Mr. Hunt of 
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the Congregational Church was on my right and offered the baptismal 
prayer. (I could not then, nor can I now sce how he could have prayed 
more earnestly, and appropriately if the exercises had been in and of his 
own, church.) On his right was Commodore Jones and staff, while all 
around us was the official and unofficial multitude of spectators, every 


one of whom seemed to be as fully interested as if a personal participant 
in the exercises. 


When all was ready, the candidate, a noble specimen of man, 6 feet 2 
inches tall and finely proportioned, took my hand, and we walked about 
100 yards before reaching the depth of water sufficient for the ordinance. 
While we were thus going "down into the water," according to previous 
arrangement, the hymn was announced and the first two stanzas sung 
by the whole concourse; the last two as we were "coming up out the 
water," (after the baptism in the scriptural form). And such singing I 
never elsewhere heard. It seemed as though every professional and 
every layman, every soldier and every marine, every officer and every 
subordinate, every citizen and every foreigner of that vast throng was 
suddenly and specially inspired by the holy grandeur and the spiritual 
significance of the divine ordinance which we were administering, to 
sing for that once, if never again this side of heaven, with the fullness of 
both his spirit and his voice. And as we neared the shore and the song 
rang out the mighty paean of the last stanza, it seemed to evoke 
responsive strains from before the ‘GREAT WHITE THRONE,’ which, as 
they rolled over the battlements of the New Jerusalem, came down to 
mingle with and sanctify our best efforts to ‘Magnify the Lord’ in songs 
of praise to the Great Jehovah. The hymn was that inimitable effusion, 
written by Dr. Adoniram Judson, to be sung at the first baptism in the 
Burman Empire, at the beautiful pond on the bank of the Jrrawaddi, at 
Rangoon, June 27, 1819, reading as follows: 


Come, Holy Spirit, Dove Divine 
On these baptismal waters shine, 
And teach our hearts, in highest strain 
To praise the Lamb for sinners slain. 


We love Thy name, we love Thy laws, 
And joyfully embrace Thy cause; 
We love Thy cross, the shame, the pain 
Oh, Lamb of God, for sinners slain. 
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We plunge beneath Thy mystic flood, 
Oh, plunge us in Thy cleansing blood; 
We die to sin, and seek a grave 
With Thee, beneath the yielding waves. 


And as we rise, with Thee to live, 
Oh, let the Holy Spirit give 
The sealing unction from above, 
The breath of life, the fire of love. 


As we reached the shore, Commodore Jones came forward and, giving 
me his, warm, earnest hand, expressed his extreme delight and gratitude 
for the privilege of attending that most solemn and interesting service of 
our denomination. We then re-formed and returned, in the most perfect 
order, to our sanctuary, where the assembly was dismissed. 


I find, in my diary of that day, among other things, this entry: "This has 
been a day of arduous work. Sabbath school in the morning, two regular 
services, two funerals, baptism, Lord's Supper and prayer-meeting; but 
O, how glorious the work! How inspiring the results promised by Him 
whose work it is!” 
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